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In this project, I trace the methods by which different sectors of society – from writers, 
journalists, photographers, political militants, graphic artists, activists, and intellectuals, to the 
State – imagined collective subjectivities in the illustrated printed press while negotiating with 
current phenomena like modernization processes and political ideologies. With the stroke of the 
pen, pencil, or carving tool, these image makers had the power to craft what it meant to be a 
worker or a peasant. At times tinged with satire, and at others with realism, the images were part 
of various efforts to forge a people. I argue that the illustrated newspapers, magazines, leaflets, 
and booklets that circulated in the country during and after the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), 
constructed a concept of a people that challenged the hegemonic formation of the State. I discuss 
the intersection between subjectivity, practice, and visual and written culture and engage with the 
theorizations on the matter by thinkers such as Ernesto Laclau, Gilberto Giménez, and Georges 
Didi-Huberman. By examining cultural artifacts, including images, prints, photographs, and 
drawings printed in such publications as El Universal Ilustrado (1917-1940) and El Machete 
(1924-1938), I maintain that these social actors produced competing versions of what constituted 
a Mexican citizen, raising contradictions and tensions within the processes of official 
xi 
 
nationalization. My study contributes to scholarship that has re-examined the formation of post-
Revolutionary nationhood in the last few years, moving away from the focus on State formation, 
and addresses the horizontal and aesthetic dimensions of said construction by cultural producers 




How do you forge “a people”? What are some historical and contemporary interpretations 
of the latter term? What were the different visual manifestations in Mexico of el pueblo 
immediately after the Revolution, during the construction and consolidation of the Revolutionary 
State? What is the relationship between the different actors, such as artists, intellections, or the 
State, involved in such a process? How did artists negotiate with the State in the production of 
these when, for instance, obtaining much-coveted financial support? When and how did the 
artists’ ideology line up with the State’s, and what role did this (mis)alignment play in the 
images’ aesthetics and dissemination? How and where were the images consumed and 
disseminated, and what effect did circulation have on consumption, on rallying support for the 
politics being drummed up, and on the State’s – and with it the idea of the post-Revolutionary 
nation – eventual consolidation in the 1940s? How did the images contribute to the much-
contested, and much-forged, notion of identity, Mexicanness, and essentialism that would prevail 
throughout most of the century? And, How did the visibilization of the masses and the lower 
classes dialogue with their visual construction? These are some of the questions the current 
project aims if not to resolve, at least to dialogue with. They are important because there is a 
negotiation during these decades between the appropriation by the State of the (images of the) 
people, on the one hand, and the increasing visibilization of the downtrodden as initiated by Los 
de abajo ([1915] 1960) in 1915 and other artists and intellectuals, on the other. There was always 
something to be gained, and perhaps sacrificed and lost, from the cultural and political currency 
that were the masses. In other words, the images were never produced in a vacuum. My hope is 
that with this investigation, and by engaging the ideological and biopolitical structures of 
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subjectivity formation, I can contribute to further understanding and deconstructing identity 
fictions in the cultural constellation of left-wing politics, State formation, and the printed press.  
I trace the methods by which different sectors of society – from writers, journalists, 
photographers, political militants, graphic artists, activists, and intellectuals, to the State –
imagined collective subjectivities in the illustrated printed press while negotiating with current 
phenomena like modernization processes and political ideologies. With the stroke of the pen, 
pencil, or carving tool, these image makers had the power to craft what it meant to be a worker 
or a peasant. At times tinged with satire, and at others with realism, the images were part of 
various efforts to forge a people, which was an empty signifier of sorts. The phrase involves the 
indefinite article, to denote vagueness and flexibility, as it is not some objective referent we’re 
trying to capture. There is no “the people.” I argue that the illustrated newspapers, magazines, 
leaflets, and booklets that circulated in the country during and after the Mexican Revolution 
(1910-1920), constructed a concept of a people that challenged the hegemonic formation of the 
State. I discuss the intersection between subjectivity, practice, and visual and written culture and 
engage with the theorizations on the matter by thinkers such as Ernesto Laclau, Gilberto 
Giménez, and Georges Didi-Huberman. By examining cultural artifacts, including images, 
prints, photographs, and drawings printed in such publications as El Universal Ilustrado (1917-
1940) and El Machete (1924-1938), I maintain that these social actors produced competing 
versions of what constituted a Mexican citizen, raising contradictions and tensions within the 
processes of official nationalization. My study contributes to scholarship that has re-examined 
the formation of post-Revolutionary nationhood in the last few years, moving away from the 
focus on State formation, and addresses the horizontal and aesthetic dimensions of said 
construction by cultural producers from non-State actors and grassroots political sectors. 
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In order to appreciate the significance of the images’ place in this context, it would 
behoove the critic to recall the methods by which the emergent Mexican State established its 
control. José Vasconcelos propelled the country’s mestizo identity through his utopic La raza 
cósmica ([1925] 2007), in which he envisioned a mixed race whose dominating traits would be 
white. As recent scholars such as Pedro Ángel Palou (2014) and Joshua Lund (2012) have 
shown, the mestizo was the modern catalyst in which biopolitical control and ideological 
consolidation by the hegemonic State were possible: “El Estado mexicano se consolida 
ideológicamente – políticamente estaba a punto de lograrlo al institucionalizar la revolución – 
gracias a la invención de la mexicanidad. El significante maestro que contiene y actualiza todos 
los sentidos de esta nueva empresa educativa y cultural es el de mestizo” (Palou 2014, 14).1 
Palou argues that the mestizo project was destined to fail, and the case of El Universal Ilustrado 
– the magazine I study in the first chapter – confirms his conclusions because, as we will see, the 
idealization of the Indian and other mestizo offshoots would eventually founder. The analyses of 
these images are important because in the past, Mexicanness, lo mexicano, has been widely and 
uncritically taken for granted by authors like Octavio Paz. It was only because of critics like 
Carlos Monsiváis, Roger Bartra, and Rick López, that these constructions – what the second 
anthologized as “anatomía del mexicano” – began to be taken as such.2 Therefore, by inserting 
these images into the discussion of a supposed essentialness, I am challenging conventional 
interpretations of national traditions and literatures. Of course, I am not alone in attempting this, 
and my wish is to add to current scholarly work that is engaged in this enterprise. Although the 
                                                
1. “The Mexican State is ideologically consolidated – politically it was about to happen in institutionalizing the 
Revolution –  due to the invention of Mexicanness. The master signifier that contains and actualizes every sense of 
this new educational and cultural enterprise is that of the mestizo” (Palou 2014, 14). 
 
2. “Anatomy of Mexicans.” 
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first chapter focuses on the interpretation of the people as an obstacle to the “progress” of the 
nation, most of the present work is dedicated to non-hegemonic conceptions belonging to a 
horizontal assemblage of cultural producers. Before delving into the theoretical aspects of “the 
people” and “the masses,” let me go on to say a word about why projects like this are important 
not only for our discipline, but for the good of a society that values critical thinking and treasures 
historical artifacts. 
The ephemeral material conditions of leaflets, pamphlets, flyers, posters, newspapers, 
magazines, and their ilk, represent both a challenge and a duty for critics and consumers alike 
in the conservation of said cultural productions. Jesús Martín Barbero has spoken of the 
relative transience of these types of publications vis-à-vis bound books at the turn of the 
nineteenth century, and Yanna Hadatty Mora has interpreted the upshot of this fleeting nature 
as a “tácita sanción negativa hacia estas publicaciones” (71). Her recent book, Prensa y 
literatura para la Revolución: la novela semanal de El Universal Ilustrado (2016), 
symbolizes an herculean effort to rescue issues of the newspaper wherein novels were 
published on a weekly basis. It is a significant contribution to the field in terms of salvaging 
these periodicals from otherwise being forgotten at archives, libraries, historical centers, and 
cultural hubs. Because of this fragility of the publications – and due to the high-quality of 
some these daily, weekly, or monthly publications and the images contained within them – it 
behooves the critic to recover the significant cultural productions from (critical) oblivion and 
to place these within their appropriate cultural, historical, and political contexts, an enterprise 
that very recent investigators have undertaken with fervor. This state of affairs, in 
conjunction with John Mraz’s (2009) diagnosis about the dominant role that visual culture 
has played in constructing an idea of a post-Revolutionary Mexico after 1920, explains why I 
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focus on the way that images circulated, how they were produced and consumed in Mexico 
between 1917 and the 1960s, and how they entailed different constructions of the theoretical 
concept of “a people.” 
Another factor that seeps into every aspect of Mexican life during these years is leftist 
ideology: Mexico has been deeply entrenched in leftist and Communist thought since the 
beginning of the twentieth century, and since 1919 when the Mexican Communist Party (PCM) 
was founded, there has been a field – in the Bourdieusian sense – of actors that couch their 
philosophy in such a belief system. Indeed, there have been “several Mexican Communisms,” as 
Barry Carr has noted, and these variants have proven attractive to many artists in one way or 
another. Whether through muralism, photography, or the graphic arts, one of the most effective 
and democratic ways to disseminate ideas has been through periodicals like El Machete (1924-
1938), El Libertador (1925-1929), Bandera Roja (1929-1934), and Crisol (1929-1938). The first 
one in particular stands out because it was started by los tres grandes, the three most renowned 
muralists – Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and José Clemente Orozco – as an alternative 
artistic outlet when the government cut the murals’ funding. The newspaper’s collaborations 
with photographers like Tina Modotti and graphic artists like Leopoldo Méndez make it an 
imperative cultural production to rescue and to study, an endeavor that John Lear has contributed 
to by including it in his Picturing the Proletariat: Artists and Labor in Revolutionary Mexico, 
1908-1940 (2017). Surprisingly, there does not currently exist a facsimile version of El Machete 
or even a complete collection of the newspaper anywhere in the world, although several centers 
in Mexico City like the Centro de Estudios del Movimiento Obrero y Socialista and the Centro 
Académico de la Memoria de Nuestra América do have partial bundles. 
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A thread that runs through the analyses employed in this study is the symbiotic 
relationships between the State, society, and the artists, mediated by a leftist ideology and 
culture. One example of this is the interconnectedness between the first three terms and the 
actors within each one. Horacio Legrás talks about how works, peoples, and ideas “borrow” 
from each other through different media. For instance, the reference for Rivera’s murals of 
Zapata was not the man himself; instead, the muralist had pictures of the campesino 
revolutionary probably taken by Hugo Brehme and published by Agustín Casasola. These 
borrowings are justified by a certain “mood,” a particular manner of interpreting the world, 
or “textuality,” which in turn had the effect of visibilizing previously marginalized sectors of 
society like indigenous people, women, and peasants. Textuality had its counterpart in the 
creation and utilization of tropes with cultural and political currency like the mestizo – who, 
according to Pedro Ángel Palou (2014), was the crux of the biopolitical control the State held 
in its ideological consolidation – and ultimately in imagining the nation after the Revolution. 
And, it must be said, the Revolution itself and the revolutionary connotations associated with 
it were also “up for grabs,” so to speak, as is demonstrated by the political consolidation 
during the 1940s of the official party, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). Indeed, 
as Gilbert M. Joseph and Jürgen Buchenau (2013) have argued:  
the revolution has always served both regime projects and counterhegemonic 
impulses. We contend that it is precisely the durability and flexibility of 
‘revolutionary’ traditions and symbols, through which both the state and its opponents 
have sought to legitimate themselves, that differentiates the Mexican Revolution from 
other twentieth-century social movements. (2)  
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These traditions and symbols have been employed by artists not only to legitimize themselves, 
but also to advance their own agendas. One upshot is that empty signifiers and myths are created, 
in the semiotic mode of signification that Roland Barthes described in Mythologies ([1957] 
2013). The artists and social actors that I will be analyzing collaborate at times with each other, 
and at other times against each other; sometimes criticizing the State, and sometimes 
reciprocating the support that the State was lending them; and they often participated in each 
other’s periodicals, movements, and organizations – both political and artistic. It was an 
ecosystem whereby artists produced their own works of mostly political high-quality art guided 
chiefly by leftist ideology, but always in relationship to and between the State and society. 
As part of the rationale for the importance of an investigation on this topic, period, and 
corpus, the reader should keep in mind that the academic attention to some of these artists, their 
works, and the context they occupy is very recent, ten years at most, as acknowledged by John 
Lear. Despite essential contributions like Helga Prignitz’s 1991 El Taller de Gráfica Popular en 
México, the overall dearth of detailed and rigorous studies on Mexican printmaking during the 
first half of the century represents an urgent call to incorporate this dimension into analyses of 
Mexico, while at the same time building on and dialoguing with recent published contributions. 
Furthermore, there has been explicit negative associations with some artists and movements that 
belong to the time period in question. For instance, Evodio Escalante has lamented the untoward 
historical place that early vanguard artists have occupied: “el destino común de todos o casi 
todos nuestros artistas de vanguardia ha sido el de ser relegados, censurados y olvidados” (2005). 
After Octavio Paz’s death and the subsequent end to the cultural embargo he meant for the 
(re)evaluation of vanguard artists of the 1920s, there has been a slight reappraisal of said writers, 
poets, and graphic artists, and the hope is that the trend will continue in the coming years. 
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Finally, movements like Stridentism have not been studied for their imagery, an academic lacuna 
that is undoubtedly tied to the recent rediscovery of the movement but whose rectification is 
crucial. This omission can be interpreted metonymically with regards to other focuses like 
Communism and leftist ideology in general. John Lear’s recent work is an important contribution 
concerning how artists portrayed the proletariat, and can serve as a guiding light for the work 
that still lies ahead, especially when the imagery has been high-quality not only in the graphic 
arts but in other visual media like film and photography. 
Let me now move on to the term “a people.” In this study, I interpret the latter as 
exchangeable with el pueblo, although I realize there are nuanced differences and that this 
equivalence might not always hold. In broad strokes, I understand “the people” to refer to the 
ways that the collective Latin American imaginary has interpreted these terms in popular culture 
and folklore throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, from chants (“el pueblo, unido, 
jamás será vencido”),3 to the neglected sectors whose interests populist leaders were supposed to 
protect. For instance, the Mexican newspaper La Jornada publishes in 2005 an article discussing 
why president Lázaro Cárdenas is still remembered to the day. The author, Martí Bartres 
Guadarrama, suggests that the answer is because of the president’s populism and 
progressiveness: “El secreto está en una cuestión muy sencilla de explicar, pero muy difícil de 
lograr: usó el poder para beneficiar al pueblo de México, a la gente común, al más olvidado, al 
más humilde, al más pobre” (my emphases).4 More recently, as the Zapatistas were preparing to 
present their own presidential candidate, Juan Villoro tweeted on November 3, 2017: “Este fin de 
                                                
3. “The people, united, will never be defeated.” 
 
4. “The secret lies within a very simple explanation, but very difficult to achieve: he used the power to the benefit of 




semana puedes firmar para que Marichuy Patricio esté en la boleta en las elecciones de 2018. 
¡Llegó la hora de los pueblos!” (my emphases).5 Indeed, “el pueblo de México” usually refers to 
the marginalized, the impoverished populace, and in the last example, the impoverished 
indigenous folks. I treat el pueblo as equivalent to “the masses” and “the multitudes,” always as a 
disenfranchised subject who often represents a threat to the elite and the well-to-do classes. The 
term transcends any one popular social group and cuts across different sectors: workers, 
campesinos, indígenas, urban dwellers, women, etc. 
There is a tradition of theoretically disentangling the ways we think about concepts like 
“the people” and “the multitudes.” The latter two are highly linked, if not commensurate, to the 
notion of collective identities. It is possible to suggest a beginning development of these types of 
identities with the study of mass psychology, which originated toward the end of the nineteenth 
century when mass theorists generally interpreted large concentrations of bodies in public spaces 
as an abject phenomenon. Gustave Le Bon, for instance, in his study The Crowd ([1895] 2016), 
saw as typical characteristics of the masses irritability, exaggeration, impulsivity, and 
irrationality. He argued that when one finds her- or himself in a large group, the person tends to 
lose her- or himself in the collective mentality in a sort of hypnotic trance. El Universal 
Ilustrado, the magazine I study in the first chapter, would publish one of his essays in May of 
1919 titled “El problema de la epidemia bolsheviki.”6 The French critic and historiographer 
Hippolyte Taine, the French sociologist Gabriel Tarde, and the British psychologist William 
                                                
5. The best contemporary writers share a similar conception; Cristina Rivera Garza, on November 29, 2017, tweeted 
in reference to Marichuy: “No vamos por el poder como ya está diseñado. Queremos construir algo nuevo, un 
gobierno diferente, que escuche al pueblo. Que sea el pueblo” (my emphases). 
 
6. “The problem of the Bolshevik epidemic.” 
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McDougall would similarly highlight the opposition between the individual’s rationality and the 
loss of the latter within a mass. At the turn of the century, Sigmund Freud in his book Group 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego ([1921] 1990), theorized a little more in depth mass 
psychology and the mental characteristics attached to the action of coming together collectively 
and openly. A few years later, stepping away from mass psychology, José Ortega y Gasset in his 
monography La rebelion de las masas ([1930] 2014), characterized the masses in a negative 
way, whose participants (the “hombres-masa”) could belong to any socioeconomic sector.7 The 
Spanish philosopher homogenized multitudes as a force that eradicates any sign of “difference” 
and of “excellence.” Keep in mind that when Ortega y Gasset wrote his essay, various popular 
rebellions had taken place, foremost among them the October Bolshevik Revolution (1917), the 
fascist ascent of Benito Mussolini, and the Nazi adulation that was beginning to gestate in 
Germany. These circumstances begin to explain his aversion for said rebellion. Within the first 
pages of the book, one can already appreciate the generalizations he imposed1 on this collective 
phenomenon: 
Como las masas, por definición, no deben ni pueden dirigir su propia existencia, y menos 
regentar la sociedad, quiere decirse que Europa sufre ahora la más grave crisis que a 
pueblos, naciones, culturas, cabe padecer. Esta crisis ha sobrevenido más de una vez en la 
historia. Su fisonomía y sus consecuencias son conocidas. También se conoce su nombre. 
Se llama la rebelión de las masas. (23)8 
                                                
7. “Mass-men.” 
 
8. “Since the masses, by definition, should not and cannot lead their own existence, and even less so govern society, 
that means that Europe now suffers the most severe crisis that the people, nations, cultures, could undergo. This 
crisis has occurred more than once in history. Its physiognomy and its consequences are known. Its name is also 
known. It is called the rebellion of the masses.” 
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Ortega y Gasset had seen the ways that the people were led by fascism and dictators, although in 
some instances the latter two had not initially shown their true colors as such. However, the two 
notions of collective identities that inform at least half of my dissertation, belong to Ernesto 
Laclau and Gilberto Gímenez, which I discuss further down. They both are greatly influential 
and highly relevant because, indeed, the cultural productions discussed in this project intersect at 
a hermeneutic point exceptionally pertinent to the sociopolitical context surrounding their 
production.  
 Furthermore, there have been contemporary theorizations of “the people” that are 
important to keep in mind as I discuss the subjectivities imagined. The anthology What is a 
people? (Badiou et al. [2013] 2016) presents essays by six philosophers that contest and expand 
the concept in its political connotations by reviewing its uses across time. In broad strokes, the 
treatises probe into the concept of “a people.” They focus on the term as it relates to the vertical 
creation by the powers that be of political and social subjects, and as such their meanings have 
been molded to maintain the order. From considerations about bodies coming together in a 
collective, performative action of protesting (Judith Butler), to the adjective “popular” to refer to 
the linguistic and cultural productions of the dominated (Pierre Bourdieu), and twenty-four short 
ideas about what “people” refers to in different nationalistic circumstances, e.g., when one joins 
a “national adjective” with “people,” as in “the Vietnamese people” (Alain Badiou). In “The 
Populism That is Not to be Found,” Jacques Rancière discusses populism from a political point 
of view as exemplified in Latin America in the twentieth century. In doing this, he points out that 
one of the things it does so successfully is to paint a certain image of a particular people. In “The 
People and the Third People,” Sadri Khiari interprets the different sectors that “a people” might 
refer to primarily through a political sense by emphasizing the relationships with the State. 
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Finally, Georges Didi-Huberman discusses in “To Render Sensible,” the projects undertaken by 
others of representing the people, and signals a couple of problems with this, namely, 
“representing,” and “the people.” Because of the aesthetic dimension – the element of the 
“sensible” – in which this enterprise often takes place, images will resist any synthesis as we 
come up short when consuming said images. Walter Benjamin spoke of “dialecticizing the 
visible,” Didi-Huberman continues, which meant to look at images differently, with a distinctive 
set of emotions and thought. What this process involves is the recognition that the action of 
dialecticizing itself implies a fragility that “engages the memory and the desire of the peoples, 
that is to say, the configuration of an emancipated future” (71). Benjamin was no doubt 
attempting to make the oppressed people in history represented, whether by an author or an 
artist, and it is with this goal in mind that Didi-Huberman introduces the mechanism of 
“rendering sensible.” This process involves a number of things. For one, there are parallel 
“sensible events,” which are a dialectic of images, appearances, looks, etc. which themselves 
hinge on historical and anthropological intelligibility. “To render sensible” also implies a 
dialectic of the symptom and, lastly, a declaration of powerlessness (by the peoples) by which 
they affirm what they lack and at the same time what they desire. 
 There is also a postcolonial reading of el pueblo as a pan-continental historical subject. 
This is what Lorena Escudero Durán does in El pueblo latinoamericano: ¿sujeto de su historia? 
(1998) as she aims to extract ideas from well-regarded intellectuals – cultural “heroes,” if you 
will –like Simón Bolivar and Simón Rodríguez in the task of interpreting the pueblo 
latinoamericano within its subjugated past, through its present, for an appropriation of the future. 
Escudero Durán aims at projecting a normative reading by highlighting the economic 
dependency and cultural marginalization realities that Latin American has lived through the 
13 
 
centuries, all while recognizing the heterogeneous nature of the subject in question: the indio, the 
African slave, the mestizo, the criollo, the peasant, the worker, and others. Hers is an enterprise 
steeped deep in decolonization, by suggesting that there is a historical unity of the oppressed by 
virtue of a first-person plural “we” that geographically weds the people to a violent history. 
Although bordering on a return to an unsavory essentialism, this understanding of el pueblo is 
important to address because it is one that is popularly invoked, and the connotations of a very 
real (neo)neolonialism are tangled up in this oft-quoted “pueblo.”  
A more nuanced work on the intermediary but central role that the concept of el 
pueblo has played is taken up by Natalia Brizuela in her doctoral dissertation El pueblo 
abyecto: estado, literatura y tecnología en la narrativa de Osvaldo Lamborghini y Diamela 
Eltit (2003). In her study, Brizuela explores the connections between and manifestations of 
the shifting category of el pueblo – which is seen at different times in Latin American literary 
history as chusma, multitud, desarrapados, indigentes, proletariado – and the (hi)story of the 
formation of southern-cone nation-States through a study of the works of the Argentinian 
Osvaldo Lamborghini and the Chilean Diamela Eltit. What is innovative in her approach is 
her interpretation of how the newly-formed, or about-to-be-formed, nation-States during the 
middle of the nineteenth century needed the pueblo in order to be forged, and this 
incorporation into the literary and political citizenship occurred via diverse projects of 
education, cleansing, discipline, and control. This type of nation-State, consolidated in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, ended towards the end of the twentieth century through 
certain literary manifestations of el pueblo in Argentinian and Chilean literature. It is an 
exploration mainly by the lettered city of thinking the place of those people, sometimes a 
multitud, a mass – as Brizuela argues –, and sometimes a proletarian class, a reference 
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without a body. This, then, is an innovative view of the literary (re)presentation – but also the 
reproduction of tropes and symbols – of el pueblo in the southern cone in the construction, 
consolidation, and subsequent deterioration of Latin American nation-States. 
Working during a similar initial timeline – end of the nineteenth century and 
beginning of the twentieth – Graciela Montaldo discusses in Museo del consumo: archivos de 
la cultura de masas en Argentina (2016), mass culture and the concomitant appearance of the 
masses, and with it the increasingly porous borders that separate different sectors and that 
foment symbolic and political interactions through cultural phenomena such as the tango, the 
circus, and the hierarchizing of the good and bad taste. To think about these masses, she 
discusses forgotten texts such as crónicas, memories, testimonies, fictions, and hybrid texts, 
and intersperses them with canonical Argentinian texts. This “appearance” of the masses that 
Montaldo discusses, then, coincides in Mexico with both a revolution and an explosion in 
accomplished art, and the porosity has a deep effect in the hopes of political change, 
particularly of the socialist kind. While the Columbia University scholar takes Argentinian 
culture as a case study, the phenomenon takes place in Mexico as well and introduces 
interesting material to think about the relative inexistence of social mobility, for instance, 
despite the mise-en-scène of the lower classes. 
Other contemporary ruminations on the construction of the people, and with it the 
popular, are useful. Gonzalo Aguilar (2015) probes the questions, In what ways do movies 
intervene in the production of the real?, and, How does the image operate when “the pueblo,” 
privileged historical actor of Latin-American cinematography, is no longer the homogenizing 
instantiation of the political? While his exploration is restricted to film, and particularly 
Argentinian movies, nonetheless it is helpful to consider his underlying assumption that el 
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pueblo is not a reality represented on the screen, but rather a category much like masa, turba, 
multitud, or “community.” Along with “the real” – in speaking about a supposed return to a 
mimetic aesthetics on the screen –, these categories are not descriptive, and instead they 
enunciate a desire by the image-makers to access the contemporaneous and the immediate. 
Or, one could extrapolate and say that the notions in question adhere to the political and 
social whims of the image-maker, given a certain socio-political context in which he or she is 
situated.  
Such theoretical approaches have been important in the overall production of the present 
study. The theoretical framework for the presentation and exploration of the illustrated press is 
informed by theorizations of “a people;” on the relationship between Mexican society, culture 
and the State; and on consumer, material, print, and visual studies. I was careful to interweave 
theoretical thought within each chapter in order to allow nuanced and complex ways of thinking 
about each publication, its cultural and political ramifications, and its place within the 
sociocultural context. I relied on contemporary thought as the main speculative anchor for each 
segment. In the first chapter, I explore the ways in which the modern post-Revolutionary 
Mexican illustrated press visually constructed a decadent image of the people, in the process of 
creating notions like identity and the nation. I use El Universal Ilustrado (1917-1940) as a case 
study. In conjunction with the embrace of the eugenics and hygienics programs, there was a 
public space control exercised by the State, the modern illustrated press, and other organizations, 
in the regulation of worker, indigenous, and poor public bodies in Mexico City. It is because of 
this reality that the modern illustrated press during and after the Revolution printed photographs 
and illustrations imbued with highly negative connotations of the people, namely, as an obstacle 
to the country’s way forward. It is in Georges Didi-Huberman’s theory that one can appreciate 
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the ways in which the poor are in danger of dying, or in his terms, expuestos. In chapter two, I 
refer to El Machete (1924-1938) as a case study to analyze Mexico’s political left in the first 
decade after the armed phase of its Revolution, and its relationship to an embryonic regime that 
at times worked with, and at others against, the graphic artists. My argument is that the 
newspaper employed a Manichaean visual and discursive rhetoric (us vs. them), not unlike the 
one characteristic of populism, while creating a rallying concept of the frente único whereby a 
unified communism directed from the Soviet Union was sold to the readership as the only 
defense against the bourgeoisie.9 Ernesto Laclau’s (2005) analysis of populism and his concept 
of equivalential chain of demands will prove critical for this chapter. In the third chapter, I 
highlight the dialogue and negotiation that occurred between the claim of the Taller de Gráfica 
Popular (TGP) – a group of graphic artists active from around 1937 until the late 1950s – that 
they were working on behalf of the people, on the one hand, and the diverse uses they made of 
masses in their prints, sometimes contradicting that claim, on the other. Throughout, I maintain 
that theories by Judith Butler and Gilberto Giménez on collective identities are highly relevant, 
especially when discussing the representation of those, since the prints I discuss capture the spirit 
of those identities during tumultuous social times that occasioned mass mobilizations. In the 
fourth and final chapter, I trace the Mexican discursive and aesthetic tradition that was inherited 
by the Chicano Movement of the 1960s and the 1970s, with César Chávez at its helm and the 
newspaper El Malcriado (1964-1975) as its outlet. I refer to John Alba Cutler’s notion of the 
ends of assimilation to assess El Malcriado’s dialogue with a sociology of assimilation that tends 
to homogenize the United States as a nation. 
                                                




Marking Modernity: The Aesthetics of (Un)Sanitized 
Subjectivities in El Universal Ilustrado, 1917-1925 
 
“It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, 
system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, 
the composite.” (4) 
Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982) 
A little over a month after it began circulating in the streets of Mexico City, El Universal 
Ilustrado (1917-1940) published a chronicle on June 29, 1917 detailing a visit to a cantina in a 
poorer sector of the metropolis (see fig. 1.1). Writing under the pseudonym “Hipólito Seijas,” the 
author – Rafael Pérez Taylor – describes in vivid language several personalities he encounters: a 
miserable but elegantly flirtatious woman with a charming face straightening her rebellious hair 
in front of a store’s window; a verse-producing rascal who recites poetry in order to elicit 
sympathy from the would-be charity-giver; the aristocratic beggar who extends his well-curated 
hand while donning a rhapsodic beard; and the tired, apathetic, defeated, and disinterested in 
working. Later, accompanied by a friend, Pérez Taylor enters a bar full of “panhandlers.” He 
depicts with marked narrative force what he sees: “Aquel lisiado que se arrastra como sabandija 
llevando su cuerpo mutilado dentro de un cajón, tiene más dinero que cualquiera; pero, miradlo, 
ya se acerca. Sus ojos acuosos simulan el llanto […]” (Pérez Taylor 1917).10 Pérez Taylor 
interprets this “riffraff” not only as an entertaining spectacle but as an indifferent, passive, and 
                                                
10. “That crippled over there drags himself like a worm, carrying his mutilated body inside a box, he has more 




dishonest group that feigns many of its ailments. To be clear, the title of the article, “Cosas del 
hampa,”11 refers to a group of disreputable persons, the rabble: “todos son rufianes.”12 But the 
people Pérez Taylor describes and the individuals that are portrayed in the pictures, depict an 
underprivileged populace best characterized as the lower socioeconomic segment of society. The 
journalist makes the common but problematic assumption that the poor are in that predicament 
due to their own unwillingness to work; in other words, it is their own fault that they are 
miserable: “huyen de los momentos dignos donde un gesto viril puede dar término a situación 
angustiosa.”13 This dismissive and belittling tone vis-à-vis the marginalized is characteristic of a 
tendency to privilege modern topics during this time, such as El Universal Ilustrado and other 
similar productions belonging to the new modern illustrated press which was born around 1914, 
after the porfirista illustrated press suffered a steep decline. This derisive portrayal occurs in 
conjunction with processes of modernization and “progress,” which Mexico was increasingly 
participating in while attempting to put an end to its violent civil war. Pérez Taylor’s colorful 
account is all the more contradictory, naïve perhaps, given that it was published while Mexico’s 
peasants were still fighting for basic land rights, a struggle that contributed to passing the 
nation’s radical Constitution – hailed as the world’s most progressive due mainly to Articles 27 
(land reform) and 123 (rights of workers to strike and organize). 
 
 
                                                
11. “Riffraff Things.” 
 
12. “they’re all villains.” 
 




Figure.1.1. El Universal Ilustrado. “Cosas del hampa.” June 29, 1917. 
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In this chapter, I explore the ways in which the modern post-Revolutionary Mexican 
illustrated press visually constructed a decadent image of the people, in the process of creating 
notions like identity and the nation. In conjunction with the embrace of the eugenics and 
hygienics programs, there was a public space control exercised by the State, the modern 
illustrated press, and other organizations, in the regulation of worker, indigenous, and poor 
public bodies in Mexico City. It is because of this reality that some modern illustrated 
publications during and after the Revolution printed photographs and illustrations imbued with 
negative connotations of the lower socioeconomic sectors of society, namely, as obstacles to the 
country’s way forward. As Mexico began to rapidly partake in modernization processes, the idea 
of frivolity was fully adopted by El Universal Ilustrado. By using said cultural magazine as a 
case study, I hold that some graphic artists associated with the modern illustrated press relegated 
to the background the socioeconomic inequalities that were at the forefront of most Mexicans’ 
realities at that time, and in this way contributed to erecting national sensibilities propagated by 
lettered men like Manuel Gamio, Antonio Caso, and José Vasconcelos. The image makers used 
the disadvantaged to buttress their own publications and provide comic relief and entertainment. 
For instance, an interview published on February 1922 asks Federico Gamboa and Antonio Caso 
which class – the aristocracy, the middle class, or el pueblo –would generate more themes for the 
theater. This is a specific historical definition of el pueblo. The elite were in such a privileged 
and blasé position that socioeconomic inequality was fodder for entertainment. They did this 
while dialoguing with several political categories that were being (re)formulated at the time and 
that would play a crucial role in developing ideas of nation and identity: race, indigeneity, 
mestizaje, the campesino, and the worker, among others. The labor movement was also a central 
player in the pitting of a certain sector against a high middle class and the State during the late 
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teens and first half of the 1920s. I begin by defining “modernity” and “modernization.” I then 
address the characteristics proper to the Mexican illustrated press during the teens and 1920s. 
Finally, I study the ways that the aforementioned constructions took place. 
 Although the terms “modernity” and “modernization” are often used interchangeably, I 
would like to distinguish them in the present chapter in order to isolate Mexico’s particular 
historic(al) moment at the beginning of the twentieth century. I construe modernization 
following Nicola Miller’s understanding as expounded in Reinventing Modernity in Latin 
America: Intellectuals Imagine the Future, 1900-1930 (2007), a definition that in turn follows 
Jürgen Habermas’s (1985) own understanding: the development of capitalist relations of 
production; urbanization and industrialization; empirical science and technology as privileged 
sources of knowledge; State bureaucratization; secularization; individualism; separation of 
private and public spaces; and the expansion of mass politics. Although modernity and 
modernization are deeply intertwined, and Mexico’s socio-political culture is profoundly 
embedded within them, we can say that Mexico began an accelerated absorption of 
modernization processes with the advent of technological developments and urbanization 
practices towards the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an entrance couched 
intensely within modernity and its violent corollaries. 
 El Universal (1916-) is Mexico’s oldest national newspaper still in circulation, and 
arguably one of its most respected currently. It was founded on October 1st, 1916 by Félix F. 
Palavicini during the middle of the Revolution, joining the ranks of other high-circulation 
national newspapers representative of a modern conception both in their content and in their 
embrace of telegraph technology. Both El Universal and Excélsior (1917-) channeled 
modernization ambitions, as they were both published with an industrial and commercial 
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emphasis (Albarrán Samaniego 2016, González Aguilar 2005). The repercussions of the First 
World War could be felt within the main Mexican publications of the decade: while the 
constitutionalist newspaper El Demócrata (1914-1926) sympathized with the Germans, El 
Universal and Excélsior supported the allies and the ideology of the new ruling class by 
publishing content that registered the consolidation of the new post-Revolutionary State. El 
Universal – like other prominent newspapers of the time, e.g., El Imparcial, El País, El Tiempo, 
and La Prensa – was quite conservative and supportive of the government in turn at least until 
the 1940s, participating in this way in the national reconstruction carried out across multiple 
platforms (Gautreau 2016). But while it initially served as an official messenger for the 
government, after 1920 it became an independent newspaper.14 However, its supplement, El 
Universal Ilustrado, largely abstained from taking political positions and instead dedicated its 
pages to frivolous topics such as fashion, sports, theater, cinematography, and the social goings-
on. This is not to say that it did not support the government in one way or another; in fact, the 
new modern illustrated press writ large – El Universal Ilustrado and Revista de Revistas being 
the most representative – became a voice for the nascent Mexican State (Albarrán Samaniego 
2016, Ortiz Gaitán 2003). Modern sensibilities marked by an appreciation of technology, 
progress, and European aesthetics that characterize El Universal Ilustrado can be seen in pieces 
such as “Los últimos progresos de la aviación” (1921, 37), “Las fuentes de México” (Dalevuelta 
1921, 14-15), “La moda de Paris: Comentarios semanales” (Madame X 1921, 32), a full-page 
photograph depicting doctor J.S. Plaskett and his telescope in an observatory in Canada 
(“Telescope full-page” 1922, 11), and the magazine’s bountiful advertisements on perfumes, 
                                                
14. See “Historia ampliada” for the newspaper’s own account of its history, at 
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/elementos-footer/2014/11/19/historia-ampliada, and Tapia Ortega (1982) for an 




beauty products, pianos, typewriters, water bottles, vaults, and the latest car models. Most of the 
thematic contents covered weekly in El Universal Ilustrado involved European and US culture 
and fashion, technological advances (trains, airplanes), medicinal discoveries, theater and film 
discussions, urban and modernization commentaries (architecture), and poetry. These subjects 
were included in recurring sections such as “Sólo para mujeres,” “Para el hogar,” “Crónicas 
semanales,” “Mundo, demonio y carne,” “Página literaria,” “Mientras el mundo gira 
(comentarios de un ocioso),” “Escenas de la vida nacional,” “La semana en el extranjero,” “La 
semana teatral” and “Información gráfica de la semana,” which dealt mainly with weddings, 
official banquets, and events geared toward children. They were all trivial issues that appealed 
mainly to readers of an ascending middle class and the elite (González Aguilar 2005). Despite its 
high circulation numbers within Mexico City, the supplement did not speak to an impoverished 
majority of the populace that did not know how to read. It did not address the social and political 
circumstances that gave rise to the Revolution, nor did it reflect critically on the socio-economic 
inequalities rampant in the country. 
 The magazine’s first editor was Carlos González Peña (1855-1955), yet it was Carlos 
Noriega Hope (1896-1934) who brought the weekly publication to its zenith during his tenure as 
director from 1920 until his death, at which point the supplement commences its snowballing 
decline in overall quality (González Aguilar 2005). Palavicini’s death the same year contributed 
to the disappearance of high editorial norms he had established early on. Elisa González Aguilar 
(2005) has usefully divided the supplement’s existence into five epochs: 1917-1919, 1920-1928, 
1929-1932, 1933-1934, and 1935-1940. According to the author, while the second era represents 
its most accomplished one with its championing of older literary values and opportune, amenable 
and cosmopolitan information within it (being one of the first publications in Mexico to translate 
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European avant-garde texts), the third period symbolizes a turbulent economic stage for El 
Universal, which would negatively affect its supplement – having just shortened its name to El 
ilustrado – in its material and technological aspects.15 Beginning in 1933, the weekly publication 
would see a stark decrease in its information and publication, resulting in a radically different 
kind of magazine that would finally fold at the end of the 1930s.  
 González Aguilar’s division is helpful because it allows one to appreciate the overall arch 
that El Universal Ilustrado underwent. Although it focuses on the magazine’s commercial 
designs, her research is beneficial as an introduction to understanding how and why it became a 
staple of Mexican visual culture within the illustrated press during the late 1910s and beyond. 
Her work has yielded a rich trove of information regarding El Universal Ilustrado and the 
intersection between commercial design, Western art, and publicity, on the one hand, and the 
formal aspects of printing aspects like the typography and the paper type, on the other. Her study 
is especially timely given that similar in-depth research is scarce today. Towards the end of the 
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, the graphic arts were influenced by artistic 
movements and manifested themselves in the illustrated press, both magazines and newspapers. 
Because there was an increasing attraction to all things French during the porfiriato, it was 
relatively natural for currents like Art Nouveau, Art Déco, and purismo to arrive in Mexico as 
visual languages and incorporate ideas proceeding from an array of art and design disciplines 
such as architecture, painting, jewelry, photography, and film (Anda Alanis 1997). In El 
Universal Ilustrado, it was Jorge S. Duhart, Fernando Bolaños Cacho, Francisco Gómez Linares, 
and especially Andrés Audiffred who instilled into their images the Art Déco style, characterized 
by geometrical features; Audiffred’s famed “audi-girl,” which would often appear on the covers 
                                                
15. For consistency, I will refer to the supplement by its initial name: El Universal Ilustrado. 
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and throughout its pages, was particularly poignant (see fig. 1.2). Additionally, the conjunction 
of magazines reflected a style of modern illustrated journalism that was a consequence of the 
Revolution and artistic influences. The arrival of technology, mainly originating from the United 
States, further enhanced their circulation and quality; for instance, the National and Paper Type 
Company was responsible for distributing molds, paper, and machinery in Latin America during 
that epoch (González Aguilar 2005). And the newly-acquired press freedom the 1917 
Constitution guaranteed, the creation of the Union de Linotipistas, Tipógrafos y Grabadores, and 
the increasing literacy rates in Mexico City, would contribute to the illustrated press’s 
overwhelming success in the nation and abroad that critics like José Luis Martínez S. and 
Cinthya Han document. As Rubén Gallo puts it in Mexican Modernity: The Avant-Garde and the 
Technological Revolution (2005), the new media of the decade after the Revolution constituted a 
“new revolution” whose main participants were artists and writers that used new technological 
equipment to give birth to a new aesthetic that would align Mexican cultural production to an 
emerging modernization. 
It is important to highlight the ways in which El Universal Ilustrado was central to 
cultural life after the Revolution, as it was part and parcel of the nation’s (re)construction 
mechanism. It joined other illustrated magazines in what one might call the “new modern 
illustrated press,” like México Actual (1913), México. Revista Ilustrada (1915), Don Quijote 
(1919), and El Heraldo Ilustrado (1920). Even Revista de Revistas (1910), Excélsior’s own 
weekly supplement and El Universal Ilustrado’s rival, was not as “culturally rich” as El 
Universal Ilustrado during its heyday (Mahieux 2008, 171). During the 1920s, El Universal 




insertion into the cultural field, Yanna Hadatty Mora argues in Prensa y literatura para 
la revolución. La novela semanal de El Universal Ilustrado (1922-1925) (2016). The scholar 
claims that the weekly supplement possessed the desired characteristics of a cultural magazine: it 
incorporated popular culture (sports, circus, theater) and artistic renovations into the vanguards, 
it opened up the cultural field without altering its status as a massive publication, and it 
contributed to building a new intellectual network. Indeed, its widely-disseminated pages 
covered a breadth of topics that seemed to appeal to all readers: articles on new films, tips for 
Figure 1.2. El Universal Ilustrado. Cover. October 19, 1922. Author’s photograph. 
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women (hats, fashion, and a weekly column temporarily penned by the distinguished Cube 
Bonifant),16 sports, music sheets, chess games, food, and social happenings. At the same time, it 
proved to be an essential space for the flourishing of the Mexican vanguard during that period, 
i.e., estridentismo. In Luis Mario Schneider’s words: “El estridentismo no hubiera logrado la 
difusión que tuvo si Noriega Hope no hubiese estado al frente de El Universal Ilustrado” ([1999] 
2013, x). The outlet – itself a vanguard of sorts among Mexican cultural magazines – provided a 
space for estridentistas such as Manuel Maples Arce and Arqueles Vela to publish opinion 
pieces and chronicles, all while engaging with each other and their detractors.  
 A key aspect of this democratizing process is the collection “La Novela Semanal,” which 
ran from 1922 until 1925, publishing such cornerstone works as Señorita Etcétera ([1922] 1990) 
by Arqueles Vela, La resurrección de los ídolos ([1924] 1971) by José Juan Tablada, and the 
second edition of Los de abajo ([1915] 1960) by Mariano Azuela in 1925. The eclectic 
collection, Hadatty Mora argues, is an inclusive project with no aesthetic ideology, which 
parallels the intentional frivolity of the supplement. From avant-garde literary works that break 
with traditional academicist tendencies and that appeal to a broader public, to pieces reminiscent 
of modernismo, the weekly collection is open to authors of all walks of life and particularly those 
who do not represent the establishment. Noriega Hope himself stated that “la labor de esta 
Revista no es la de incensar a los consagrados, sino la de enaltecer a los humildes, a los 
desconocidos que principian a recorrer el sendero” (Hope 1922, 5). The supplement’s director – 
himself a writer, reporter, playwright, and film critic – sought to provide a fertile literary space 
for young aspiring authors, thus reaffirming the idea that the magazine was meant to be 
consumed by a heterogeneous readership. The weekly publication was one of the few spaces 
                                                
16. See Mahieux (2009). 
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where young contemporary writers could publish, according to Viviane Mahieux (2008); 
therefore, it became ipso facto a crucial venue for high-quality literary works, some of which 
would become canonical, while others remain to be discovered. The collection and the 
supplement brought together a constellation of writers, journalists, critics, intellectuals, 
academics, and artists, including José Juan Tablada, Salvador Novo, Xavier Villaurrutia, 
Gilberto Owen, Manuel Maples Arce, Arqueles Vela, Artemio de Valle Arizpe, Federico 
Gamboa, Cube Bonifant, Gabriela Mistral, Alejandro Gómez Maganda, Celestino Gorostiza, 
Rafael Heliodoro Valle, Jorge Piñó Sandoval, Miguel de Unamuno, José Frías, among others. 
 Along with a greater dissemination of the image at the end of the nineteenth century 
through mediums like lithography, photography, cartels, and commercial art, there was an 
association with the ideas of progress and modernity. Julieta Ortiz Gaitán carries out an acute 
analysis of the infusion of these ideas. In Imágenes del deseo: Arte y publicidad en la prensa 
ilustrada Mexicana, 1894-1939 (2013), Ortiz Gaitán argues that advances in technology allowed 
for the mass reproduction of images at a low cost, which in turn permitted a larger consumption 
by a certain audience. The result was the establishment of consumption patterns indicative, 
among other things, of belonging to a higher social class; therefore, the so-called gente decente,17 
whose counterpart was the vulgo, populacho, or multitud,18 revealed mental and ideological 
tendencies towards appreciating material goods and a lifestyle in which progress and overall 
well-being were fundamental. This new consumer society, Ortiz Gaitán argues, was associated 
with the consolidation of capitalist societies borne from the Industrial Revolution’s economic 
and technological height and the concomitant ascent of the bourgeoisie as the hegemonic social 
                                                
17. “decent people.”  
 
18. “vulgate,” “plebs,” or “multitud.”  
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class. Given that Mexico was still a largely rural country, the upshot of Ortiz Gaitán’s argument 
– which focuses on the advertisement prevalent among many illustrated magazines – is that the 
audience of illustrated magazines like El Universal Ilustrado belonged largely to the higher and 
ascending middle classes, despite the fact that the visual marketing rhetoric – and, I would add, 
non-advertisement illustrations – visually erased any differences between social classes. This is a 
crucial point, because despite the lack of demographic data on the readers, it is still possible to 
make an educated guess about the identity of the consumers. Given the modern urban topics 
centered on cosmopolitanism, readers with the time and privilege to dedicate to the magazine 
would be those with the least to gain from the social demands of the Revolution. The wide 
distribution – according to the Campaña Periodística Nacional, up to 50,000 copies –, and the 
supplement’s motto, “Semanario artístico popular,” does not translate into a dispersal that would 
penetrate diverse socio-economic classes. The outcome is a highly-circulated, culturally-
significant illustrated magazine, that further isolated the sizeable poorer sectors. In other words, 
the supplement does not dialogue with the people; instead, it speaks about them, entertains at 
their expense, and contributes to the (re)building of the nation by constructing an identity based 
on their idealization, all while excluding them from said procedure.  
 A quick note here on the history of the concepts “nation, “nationalism,” and “nation-
State.” There is a long trajectory of the development of these concepts in Latin America since the 
Industrial Revolution and the subsequent continents’ arduous independence developments. 
Benedict Anderson has coined one of the most discussed notions in his influential book Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism ([1983] 2006), in which he 
discussed an “imagined political community” that consists of members of a geographically-
enclosed region that share similar interests and identity as adherents of a same nation, even when 
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most of them will never know each other. The catalysts of this nationalism since the Industrial 
Revolution were a replacement by vernacular dialects of the elevated status that script languages 
such as Latin enjoyed, the abolishment of divine right and the monarchy system, as well as the 
onset of printing press capitalism. There are echoes of print capitalism in the Mexican context, 
since both capitalism and the printing press started playing increasingly significant roles in the 
creation of post-Revolutionary national identities. Indeed, what would ensue would be a complex 
imagined community constructed by the elite sectors of society and imposed through a variety of 
media like muralism, crafts, songs, pageants, and the idealization and aesthetization of the Indian 
subject. The same year that Anderson published his monograph, Ernest Gellner printed his book 
Nations and Nationalism ([1983] 2009), arguing that as a political principle, nationalism sustains 
that the political and the national be congruent. Since these ground-breaking works, there has 
been ceaseless discussion, dialogue, and criticism with and about them.19 For instance, in his 
recent article “The Arabian Nights in the English Popular Press and the Heterogenization of 
Nationhood: A Print Cultural Approach to Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities” (2016), 
Rasoul Aliakbari challenged Anderson’s notion of nationhood understood as homogenous and 
steady. By investigating print editions for lower-class readers of Arabian Nights (1706) in 
nineteenth-century England, Aliakbari engages with concepts like print capitalism, the imagined 
community, and official nationalism to suggest that English nationhood was heterogeneous and 
porous. Additionally, the term “State” is generally used to refer to the bureaucratic and political 
machine that governs a geopolitical area, such that when a State coincides with a nation, one uses 
the term “nation-State” to denote that entity.  
                                                
19. See Castro-Klarén and Chasteen (2003) for an edited work that responds directly to Anderson’s arguments, and 
Gillespie (2010) for an exercise in dialoguing with the ideas of Sommer (1993), itself another cornerstone work in 
the analysis of nation and nationhood.  
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The pages of El Universal Ilustrado portrayed the people as an obstacle to modernization, 
further understood in this context as a remnant of the Porfirian positivist mandate of achieving 
progress through order. The weekly magazine emphasized through its articles and visual 
language the (re)construction of the cities; it published updates on improvements on the colossal 
Paseo de la Reforma avenue, as well as chronicles underlining the beauty of Saltillo and other 
cities through their architecture. As associated developments of technological advancements in 
commercial transportation and urbanization became more prevalent – especially in a burgeoning 
metropolitan city like Mexico City – the issue of regulating traffic became an increasingly 
prevailing one. The weekly magazine frequently discussed governmental projects related to 
traffic in articles like “La reorganización del tráfico” (1922, 45) and “Cómo se ha logrado 
regularizar el tráfico en México” (1923, 57). In “Las iniciativas del departamento de tráfico” 
(Sequeyro 1923, 11-13), the author isolates the merolicos, or street vendors, as one of the biggest 
obstacles to the normalization of traffic (see fig. 1.3). For the sake of aggrandizing the country, 
the social good, and the development of commerce, she suggests that it would be better for those 
street dwellers to not cover with their presence the merchandise in store windows. By 
maintaining a constant flow of street bodies, there would be a more amenable aesthetic, more 
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“chic,” desired by the conglomerate of people in “our high society.” The idea of progress always 
eclipsed the demands of the poorer Mexicans, whether street vendors, homeless, drunkards, or 
protestors. 




The idea of social demands by the popular subject is an important one given the socio-political 
context of the Mexican Revolution and the economic inequalities deeply rooted within the 
country. At this point, I will introduce the theoretical foundations of the concept “the people” 
that will inform the rest of this chapter and the dissertation. I will then return to discussing how 
El Universal Ilustrado portrays the people as an obstacle to progress and particularly traffic 
regulation. 
Georges Didi-Huberman explores in Pueblos expuestos, pueblos figurantes ([2012] 2014) 
the dichotomous mechanism in virtue of which oppression takes place. On the one hand, the 
people are expuestos,20 or at risk, due to their being politically and aesthetically threatened; in 
fact, their very existence is precarious, as they are constantly on the verge of disappearing. 
According to the scholar, the people can either be subexpuestos when their presence is censored, 
eschewed, or not acknowledged, – as when there isn’t a reporter or photographer at the site of an 
injustice –,21 or they can be sobreexpuestos when they are the focus of an over-the-top 
spectacle,22 a blinding mise en scène that peddles stereotypes. In either case, they are on the 
verge of disappearing in a literal sense, as what wars like World War I did to the common folk, 
and how it is the citizenry that suffers the most from such armed conflicts. On the other hand, the 
people are figurantes in the sense that they always play a secondary role:23 in film, for instance, 
they are a decorative accessory that constitutes the background to the central acting of the 
protagonists, a placeholder for the ruling classes. This second complementary aspect of Didi-
                                                









Huberman’s argument, being figurantes, as well as the subdivisions of being expuestos, rest 
more on representational dimensions. The concepts are about how the people are represented by 
others in media, film, photography, documentaries, newspapers, magazines, etc. 
 El Universal Ilustrado operates a similar definition as in Didi-Huberman’s arguments. As 
I have so far been arguing, the people are negatively portrayed within the pages of the magazine 
in deference to modernization processes. As the objects of representation, their plight is not 
thoroughly documented and is instead mischaracterized as the result of gratuitous disobedience 
instead of the root of their legitimate social demands. The few times they are talked about, they 
are comically characterized as goofy, dumb, lazy, dangerous, or mischievous. They play an 
ancillary role to the preferred focus on modernization themes such as frivolity and order as the 
ways to the future. As Francisco Zamora (writing as “Jerónimo Coignard”) expresses in “En 
elogio de la frivolidad,” an installment of his weekly “Mundo, demonio y carne”: “Extraña que 
todavía persistan ciertos prejuicios que ya debieron ser sustituidos por algunos otros un poco más 
modernos. Creo que de ellos el menos justificable es la desdeñosa antipatía que profesan las 
personas serias a la frivolidad” (Zamora 1923,15, my emphases).24 In other words, it is high time 
that Mexicans accept and encourage Mexico’s entrance into modern times, and part of that entry 
means endorsing frivolousness. But what ensues is not an inconsequential triviality; rather, the 
people’s dire socio-economic situation, and in Didi-Huberman’s terms their risk of disappearing, 
is ignored and set aside in favor of their portrayal as scapegoats. They are the obstacle to the 
Western-inspired future. 
                                                
24. “It is curious that there are still certain prejudices that should have already been replaced by some more modern 
ones. I think that among those, the least justified is the scornful antipathy that serious people display towards 




 Returning to El Universal’s supplement, it was a magazine that privileged topics about 
modernization. Insofar as becoming a solidified nation-State was tantamount to order and 
progress, and specifically regulating traffic, the bodies that impeded that order in the public 
sphere were deemed a hindrance to growth and stability after the turbulent fratricide. One of the 
most dramatic manifestations of people overflowing the streets was protests. On March 2, 1922, 
the magazine published a page of photographs – taken anonymously – of a demonstration by a 
taxi drivers’ union (“Taxi drivers’ demonstration” 1922) (see fig. 1.4). The Mexico City taxi and 
horse-drawn carriage drivers, or choferes, had been accused of operating without a proper 
license, and of robbing and even raping their patrons. The choferes, in turn, denied these 
allegations and instead claimed that city officials, including the governor, were guilty of 
corruption and nepotism. They sought to assert their own image as morally honorable, 
professional, and trustworthy as they wrote letters to State officials, filed legal appeals, and held 
marches (Gustafson 2014). The march turned deadly with a toll of upwards of 10 people. The 
image at the top of the page shows a few dozen men standing, facing the camera, and holding a 
banner that read “El ayuntamiento es el único responsable de los atracos, robos, asaltos y 
atropellos que se registran en la ciudad.”25 Their faces are hidden by building shadows, and their 
suits and overalls reveal them to belong to a lower-middle class. Further down the page, two 
smaller pictures depict injured men: one unconscious with a bandage around his head, and the  
other staring right at the camera wearing a bloody shirt, also with a bandage around his head. In 
the middle of the page, a picture shows a car embedded within the protest as it moves along the 
street. At the bottom, there’s a couple cars being detained by the protesters, and next to that 
                                                
25. “The ayuntamiento [city council] is the only one responsible for the hold-ups, robberies, assaults, and abuses that 




picture we see two other injured men, sitting in a room. The page is poignant because it 
juxtaposes the choferes interacting with vehicles in a couple different ways: in one picture, the 
taxi drivers display their vital participation in city traffic by incorporating a car – probably their 
own – into the march. As taxi drivers, they were fundamental to tourism and thus played an 
important role in the city’s revenue and budget. But in the second to last picture at the bottom, 
they showcase by stopping traffic their ability to disrupt daily activity. Indeed, this interruption is 
a way of manifesting their power as workers and of visibilizing their demands. But the page also 
evinces the way that El Universal Ilustrado thinks of subjects with demands. The 
newsworthiness of “the people,” is always in virtue of the disruptions that the manifestations 
cause, and not of the legitimacy of their requests. The more chaos and commotion the marches 
cause, the more space they occupy in the supplement’s pages to display the spectacle. The 
paragraph at the bottom of the page describes the “honda sensación” and “funestas 
imprudencias” that the “trágica marcha” caused.26 The protesters alone are the source of this fatal 
pandemonium that obstructs the free flow of vehicles, and it is only in this capacity that the 
people are displayed. 
The lack of context surrounding each coverage lends itself to manipulation by the 
magazine editors, and an obfuscating of the root causes. A month before, on February 23, in the 
regular “Información gráfica de ‘El Universal Ilustrado’,” there’s a picture collage of a “political 
demonstration” against the Supreme Court (1922, 19) (see fig. 1.5).  
 
                                                















Figure 1.5: El Universal Ilustrado. Feb 23, 1922. “Información gráfica de ‘El Universal Ilustrado’.” 
Author’s photograph.  
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It occurred in the “risueña población de Ixtapalapa” that due to beatings and bullets, resulted in 
injured and dead people (19).27 All this, despite the “mansedumbre de los indígenas” who, 
according to the article, seem to not be too interested in public issues (19).28 This is an all too 
brief description that highlights the melodramatic and downplays the actors’ agency, while at the 
same time using that identity trope – the Indio – that was gradually becoming mythologized (I 
will discuss race in depth later). The magazine sometimes portrays protestors as the cause of 
another group’s protest, without clarifying the circumstances. Later that year, on March 9, 1922, 
the weekly supplement published another collage depicting a shortage of water caused by the 
electricians’ union’s protest (1922, 19) (see fig. 1.6). “México transformado en el Sahara” aims 
to display the suffering of the “clase humilde” due to the scarcity of water,29 as the photographs 
show people carrying buckets to a local water fountain and then back to their own homes. The 
purpose is to display a moment of wretchedness, an inconvenience caused by the electrician’s 
demonstration. While the magazine did not usually specify the union to which the workers 
belonged, the Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas (SME) was just one electricians’ syndicate. It 
was founded in 1914 and its members had been protesting since the middle of the Revolution, 
obtaining some of its demands from the government and foreign companies. The water shortage 
continues, and by November of that same year there is another piece published on the massive 
discontent (“La cuestión palpitante de la semana” 1922, 16) (see fig. 1.7). With the headline “LA 
CUESTION PALPITANTE DE LA SEMANA,” the two pictures’ description only mentions that 
the protest was carried out against the Ayuntamiento, or city council, due to the dearth of water. 
                                                
27. “sleepy town of Ixtapalapa” (19). 
 
28. “docility of the indigenous people” (19).  
 













The next month, there is a protest that results in 10 casualties, and the text that accompanies the 
piece about this suggests that the demonstration was either “the origin or the excuse” for the 
deaths (“La tragedia del jueves” 1922). The protest is described as an “assault” on a local 
governmental building, and as the source of the fear that predominated in the city because of the 
“painful scenes” that occurred. Insofar as having water is important to society – or so the 
argument seems to go –, anything that disrupts that right, including protests, is a weakness of 
society. Order and citizenship translate to no protesting, no complaining, and dutifully following 
the rules set by the State. 
The magazine’s editorial sought to infuse its own opinion about the protests during that 
time. Guillermo “Júbilo” Castillo wrote a chronicle on June 22, 1922, distancing himself from 
the rumors about the city’s major happenings, and supposedly giving some genuine insight 
(Castillo 1922, 41) (see fig. 1.8). In “La huelga de la semana: Todo es según el Color, Etc.,” the 
author mentions the protests by workers in the telephone, train, or bakery business as the main 
topic of the day. He discusses how everyone has her own anecdotes or comments about the 
issues, but the author himself purportedly hears the perceptions of the protestors. As he listens in 
on their conversation, a “Señor González” discusses his “advanced ideas,” and believes that the 
proletariat must become awaken and that the tyranny of capitalism must end. Here the author 
associates the protestor with the evil communists such as Lenin, which at multiple points in the 
supplement across the years is a figure highly negatively portrayed. González’s interlocutor then 
proceeds to ask him a series of trivial questions: where do you live?, Do you have a girlfriend?, 
all meant to get at the root of the man, the protestor par excellence the reader sees regularly in 
the streets. Ultimately, González is asked where he works, and he responds that he does not. A 
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workless protestor who nonetheless has such strong socio-political opinions seems to be the 
perfect and perennial straw man to discredit those bodies occupying the streets.  
Figure 1.8. El Universal Ilustrado. “La huelga de la semana. Todo es según el color, etc.” June 22, 
1922. Author’s photograph. 
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This is the same formula followed by the article described at the beginning of this chapter: if you 
are poor, then it is your own fault. If you are complaining, then it is because you do not work and 
have nothing else to do. Indeed, this group of four people seem to only be loitering and 
discussing such inconsequential topics. Tellingly, at the end of the chronicle and in a picture’s 
description, the traffic agents are described as “traffic guardians” and the “keepers of order.” The 
week after, in the regular director’s prologue, “Fígaro” argues that the word “strike” does not 
even exist, that it is an invention of the press, and that no one in his right mind would 
intentionally strike and thusly miss work (Fígaro June 29, 1922). The workers, he goes on, do not 
even know of Marx or Stirner. By characterizing the workers as ignorant, the author is perhaps 
also insinuating manipulation. A month later, again in the director’s prologue, the writer 
criticizes the strikers (Fígaro July 6, 1922). The protests’ and strikes’ effects are bad because of 
their ramifications felt in the magazines’ printing press. Although he does not name the 
magazine – a competitor but an esteemed colleague –, he writes about how the weekly 
publication had to suspend its latest issue due to a “certain loud strike by typographic workers.” 
These have committed an injustice, because although they have a right to defend their rights, 
journalists are also workers who have a right to not be sabotaged and forced to print their 
independent publication. 
Since the end of the Mexican Revolution, political powers from the President down 
sought to rally support by vindicating the formation and militancy of trade unions such as the 
choferes’ or the electricians’ (Vanderwood 2004). The Mexican State and union organizations 
have been close bedfellows throughout the twentieth century, developing a reciprocal 
relationship which has tended to diffuse any aspirations to autonomous self-organization of the 
workers, all while creating a co-dependency between trade unions and the State especially visible 
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during the presidencies of Álvaro Obregón (1920-1924), Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940), and Luis 
Echeverría (1970-1976). Thus, the Confederación Regional Obrera Mexicana (CROM), to which 
the Sindicato the Choferes Mexicanos belonged, was founded in 1918 by Luis N. Morones at an 
assembly of labor delegates convened by a major figure of the Revolution and President from 
1917 to 1920, Venustiano Carranza. The CROM, and its successor the Confederación de 
Trabajadores de México (CTM), is arguably one the most important labor federations in the 
country and the first national one. The deeply interconnectedness of labor unions and the State, 
according to Raúl Trejo Delarbe (1984), is due to the former adopting a nationalist ideology, 
close relationships between union leaders and the government, a lack of effective methods by the 
left, and the State’s demobilizing the workers through a combination of concessions and 
repressions: light concessions to maintain a general calm, and repressions when the 
disgruntlement overflows. The protests in the streets, in my opinion, are a cornerstone of the 
demand-formation process and symbolize the threshold between acceptable and excessive 
dissent, in the State’s eyes. The interruptions they cause can often be wide-reaching, and, for the 
workers’ purposes, effective. It is because of this symbiotic link that a cultural magazine like El 
Universal Ilustrado must demonize the workers insofar as they are not allies of the State, and 
especially if they instead represent a contender with which the State must constantly negotiate 
and try to appease. The depiction of protesters as a nuisance, then, is a State-sympathizing prism 
through which to view this relationship between the State and organized labor during the 1920s.  
  It is also possible to see in illustrations the visual negative portrayal of the people’s 
demand-making method through protests. According to a book published by the very newspaper 
in question commemorating the paper’s centenary, 100 años de caricaturas en El Universal 
(Sánchez González 2017), the most prolific and emblematic cartoonist at El Universal was the 
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famed Andrés Audiffred (1895-1958).  In 1916, at 21 years of age, he travels to the United States 
to publish his drawings, and is influenced by the art nouveau style – which can be seen in his 
work during his years at El Universal Ilustrado –, and the editorial comic strip cartoons. When 
he returns from that country, he works for El Heraldo Ilustrado, Zig-Zag, and later for Vea, 
Todo, and Don Timorato, among others. But his most sustained contributions are to El Universal 
and its supplement, where he would work from 1922 until his death. His costumbrista drawings, 
comic strips, covers, graphic chronicles, and portraits were the first to forge many popular 
stereotypes, e.g., el Cantinflas, los fifís, la muchacha chida, el tarzán y su changuita de barrio, el 
mordelón, or el teporocho. According to Rafael “El Fisgón” Barajas (2014), Audiffred was 
foremost among his fellow costumbrista cartoonists like Clemente Islas Allende, Hugo 
Tilghman, Miguel Cobarrubias, or Ernesto García “El chango” Cabral. His illustrations 
“contribuyeron a forjar la identidad del México de esa época y se integraron al imaginario 
colectivo nacional, al subconsciente patrio” (15-16).30 However, Audiffred is somewhat of a 
forgotten artist, as the first time since 1960 that his work has been exhibited in a curated 
collection is in 2014 at the Museo del Estanquillo in Mexico City. The latter was a massive 
collection of 350 pieces about the graphic artist’s life, the history of Mexican costumbrismo in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and Audiffred’s work related to the Mexican peasant 
worker, drunkenness, crime, politics, prostitution, etc. I would like to focus on some of his 
contributions that, although not representative of his work at El Universal Ilustrado, portend his 
characteristic style. 
                                                
30 “contributed to forging the identity of the Mexico of that epoch and they [the illustrations] were integrated into the 
national collective imaginary, into the national subconscious” (15-16). 
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Traffic as the outcome of increased urbanization and transportation vehicles, like trolleys 
and commercial automobiles, became a topic of growing concern in cultural life. On October 19, 
1922, the weekly magazine publishes an illustrated page with cartoons by Audiffred, along with 
text/poetry by Gustavo F. “Sánchez Filmador” Aguilar (Aguilar and Audiffred 1922, 27) (see fig. 
1.9). The page is a segment regularly included in the weekly supplement, and the theme here is 
the many problems traffic causes in the city. The illustration displays a busy intersection where 
horse-drawn carriages, trolleys, Ford cars, a motorcycle, and buses meet. At one point, we see an 
accident between a personal car and a bus, with a person kneeling to see the damage up close. 
Not far away, horses pull a carriage and are frantically trying to stop, while another vehicle 
drives perpendicularly in front of them. All the while, there is a policeman in the middle 
attempting to direct everyone. There is a sense of anxiety and chaos as the multiple scenes unfold 
simultaneously. The text underscores the apprehension: “ya en México es el tráfico una cosa 
imposible” (27).31 It references the confusing signs on the ground, the nerve-racking honking, the 
wrongly-placed stoplights, and the “agents” whose directions do not help. Pedestrians too are 
involved in the disarray, but particularly those ignorant passersby who only further obstruct 
traffic. The author references an exchange between an agent and a woman who apparently either 
just arrived at the city or is not familiar with traffic guidelines. At one point, she seems to have 
haphazardly yet safely crossed between the tires of a vehicle. She misconstrues the agent’s 
warning to heed the pedestrian signs, “pa los peatones,”32 and thinks he is calling her a big-
footed person, a “patón[a].” This comedic account of a busy city life, retroactively reminiscent of 
later urban chronicles such as Carlos Monsiváis’s Los rituales del caos ([1995] 2006), 
                                                
31. “in Mexico, traffic is already an impossible thing” (27).  
 




symbolizes a costumbrista report of urban dwellers’ everyday living. It portrayed a situation the 
magazine readers could identify with. 
 
Figure 1.9. El Universal Ilustrado. “El tráfico.” October 19, 1922. Author’s photograph. 
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In El Universal Ilustrado, the need to regulate traffic takes precedence over adequately 
contextualizing protests. About a year later, in the first issue of 1924, the Sánchez 
Filmador/Audiffred regular segment portrays the authors’ wishes for the new year (Aguilar and 
Audiffred 1924, 13) (see fig. 1.10). A portion of those dreams involve the workers’ obedience: 
no habrá huelgas: talleres y muelles, 
industrias y haciendas, 
sin ventajas ni odiosas prebendas, 
serán paraísos 
en que todos tranquilos, sumisos, 
trabajen contentos […] (13, my emphases) 
 
According to Sánchez Filmador, the workplace will be a paradise for the higher ups because of 
the workers’ compliance: a space free of raucous protests. The accompanying monos (drawings, 
caricatures) by Audiffred reflect the text’s tone: in the lower half of the page, there is a sleeping 
man dreaming of what the year will bring him. Within those dream-like bubbles, from left to 
right, it reads: “No habrá guerras ni basuras ni huelgas ni robos ni…” embedded within the 
monos.33 The protests are thusly categorized under the same rubric of unbecoming phenomena as 
wars, trash, and theft. In the war section, there is a caricature depicting a struggle between a 
soldier and apparent “revolutionaries,” with the former poking the insurgent with his musket’s 
bayonet. A soldier is flying off in the background in a seeming explosion, and someone is laying 
                                                
33. “There won’t be any wars or trash or strikes or…” (13).  
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on the ground with what happears to be his head chopped off. Next in the bubbles, we see a 
protest composed of workers in overalls, headed by a figure giving an impassioned speech. 
 
Figure 1.10. El Universal Ilustrado. “Año nuevo…vida nueva.” January 3, 1924. Author’s photograph. 
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Lastly, we see a robber assaulting a citizen whose hat is comically flying off in surprise. The 
dreaming man, with his likeable demeanor, is the common civilian for all we know, and the 
reader is meant to identify with him. The dream is portrayed in a manner that doesn’t belie what 
it is: an illusory dream, and all the societal “ills” are more than likely to continue throughout the 
year as they did the previous years. But the point of the segment is to isolate the social problems 
that afflict Mexico in the mid 1920s. 
Later that year, on March 13th, El Universal Ilustrado publishes the Audiffred/Sánchez 
Filmador section portraying the people as complainers (Aguilar and Audiffred 1924, 13) (see fig. 
1.11). This portrayal is an extension of the rhetoric that paints protesters as whiners who have 
nothing better to do. The text paints “todo el mundo en la calle, en el tranvía, a bordo de un 
camión, al salir del teatro o del sermón,”34 as people that bitterly complain of their current social 
situation. This short but telling description paints people as grumblers despite all the gifts, so to 
speak, in the form of transportation, entertainment, and morality that modernity has bestowed 
upon them. Then, a fictional interlocutor of a “don Pancho” asks him about his rancho,35 and 
how the harvest is going, to which he replies that it’s not going too well partly because there’s no 
one to work the fields. Although the point of the text is to illustrate the immorality of whining, 
the conversation implies that don Pancho does not belong to the lowest echelons of the socio-
economic spectrum, but rather to the group of terratenientes, those land owners whose properties 
were supposed to be divided up for the peasants that directly worked the land. This false 
                                                
34. “everyone in the streets, on the trolley, riding a bus, exiting the theater or the sermon” (13).  
 
35. “ranch” (13). 
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equivalency on behalf of the author between “todo el mundo” and the terrateniente, evinces, 
perhaps unwittingly, the bias of Sánchez Filmador.  
 
Figure 1.11. El Universal Ilustrado. “¡Ah que la situación!” March 13, 1924. Author’s photograph. 
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Yes, the _mexiquenses – or Mexico City dwellers – are complaining and they shouldn’t do that, 
but the example is of a person of a higher social status. If even he is objecting, then the situation 
must really be bad. The accompanying mono, on the other hand, is of a peasant/revolutionary 
porting a handgun in his holster and holding a conversation with a poor man, who has on his 
outfit the stereotypical patches of an underprivileged man. In the drawing, the whiners are clearly 
identified as poor Mexicans. This dissimilarity in characters between the text and the illustration 
is perhaps due to the fact that two different artists with their own inherent partiality are each 
responsible for the different mediums. 
 It must be said that, although not common, there are glimmers of compassionate 
portrayals visible within El Universal Ilustrado’s pages. In the last example, the last portion of 
the text refers to the indecency of judges that decree the “terrible evictions” that leave clutter in 
the streets. Again, as with most of the magazine’s content, the impediments of urban order are 
front and center when discussing the people. But the rest of the text refers in a very caring 
manner to the pain that these evictions cause: not being content with putting all of poor don 
Alberto’s stuff out in the street, the court clerk also throws him out, or rather, his body – because 
he had recently passed away. Despite being an economically poor worker, he is still treated 
unfairly by the justice system: 
ahí lo tienen ustedes de ese modo 
recibiendo la afrenta 
por haber muerto sin pagar la renta, 
y eso que había vivido a duras penas, 
pues era el pobre empleado 
y con cinco decenas 
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lo tenían atrasado, 
y mientras que la ley se aplica ruda 
ahí está la mujer, la triste viuda, 
y cuatro hijas doncellas, 
velándolo a la luz de las estrellas. (Aguilar and Audiffred 1924, 13) 
 
This is rare, as the justice system is usually treated as an equal of other pinnacles of order and 
modernization, not as the villain. The illustrations at the top of the same page depict a man being 
tied back by a stake labeled “hunger” in the ground, running behind a fat man with a money 
symbol on his belly. Again, this understanding of the extensive socio-economic inequalities in 
the country is infrequent, so it should not be taken as representative of the magazine’s overall 
conservative tone.  
 Sanctioned crowds usually appeared either in the shape of formally-recognized events, 
such as governmental or sporting events, or parades, or in a foreign context. Controlled 
multitudes marching down the street in support of de la Huerta and Calles, such as those reported 
on October 1923 (“Sucesos varios de la semana” 1923, 18), were depicted without any 
melodramatic or sensational connotations. Ditto for those large protest-like gatherings in October 
1925 in support of the candidate for mayor of Mérida (“Los edificios públicos” 1925, 26), and of 
the candidate for the Governor of its state, Yucatán (“Las actividades políticas del doctor Torre 
Díaz en Yucatán” 1925, 36-7). Pictures of the masses on the 4th of July celebrations in the United 
States are described as events that everyone attends (“4th of July” 1922), and baseball games in 
New York are lauded for the recently-built locations they are played in, accompanied by such 
touting phrases as “¡Viva la afición!” (Duran and Casahonda 1923, 37). Mexican military 
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parades are often given a page’s worth of space, especially on holidays such as Independence 
Day. The weekly supplement does not have qualms with a crowd occupying a public space, as 
long as it is not an unauthorized one unregulated by the appropriate authorities. 
 It is clear that El Universal Ilustrado imagines the people as the lower working classes 
that represent a literal and metaphorical obstacle to the country’s entrance into modernity. They 
did this by maligning strikers and protesters who blocked traffic and who stained the kind of 
urban aesthetic that would be amenable to Western and higher class sensibilities. Because of this 
manner of sidelining the poorer sectors of society, the latter are expuestos. They are at risk of 
continuing to live in detrimental conditions and ultimately of perishing. The idea of public space 
control – the overarching theme I have so far been discussing – was closely tied to the notion of 
a (social) sanitized aesthetic vision of Mexico’s future. It is in this sense that the concept of 
higienización – the act of imposing and enforcing hygiene – was often invoked in lambasting and 
marginalizing certain segments of the citizenry deemed as “dirty” and deterrents for society’s 
“progress.” Ultimately, the notion of an unsanitized people that had to be cleaned was 
constructed. Being a modern country implied incorporating sanitation and hygiene procedures 
practiced by European societies since the Enlightenment – when poverty started to be viewed as 
a vice and a moral disgrace that deterred progress –, and especially during the Industrial 
Revolution. Recent studies have analyzed the association in Mexico between poverty, 
immorality, and blindness at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries 
(Jullian 2008), while others have focused on the ways that medics, hygienists, teachers, and 
elected officials in the country made the campesinado – the campesinos they viewed as an 
obstacle for the nation – the object of hygiene education programs (Gudiño 2008). In Mexico, 
hygiene has been rooted in eugenics particularly since Gamio’s and Vasconcelos’s theorizations, 
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following the ideas of Lamarck related to his notions of inherited acquired characteristics (Stern 
2005, Stepan 1991). Alberto Pani’s book, La higiene en México (1916), is another poignant 
example of the early hygienist drive toward modernity. As Susan Antebi (2013) has argued, the 
discourse of hygiene in State-sponsored policies and rhetoric during the first decades of the 
twentieth century would spread across institutions like education, medicine, urban planning, and 
cultural aesthetics. Although more prominent in 1930s health policies, the central role played by 
eugenics and hygiene can already be seen in the Congreso Mexicano del Niño in 1921, for 
example, in which these concepts were closely linked to health policy and social order.36 In this 
way, the biopolitical path was laid to build a nationalism based on the idea of the future of the 
nation and the race. Antebi reads the concepts of eugenics and hygiene as part of a “biopolitical 
mode of aesthetics,” defined by both the imposition of an ideal into the nation’s future, and the 
“points of conflict between the idealized projection and the (human, material) disruptions to its 
fluidity” (Antebi 2012, 538).  In the present work, I further explore the ways in which the dual 
concepts as part of a biopolitical mode of aesthetics functioned with respect to the regulation of 
worker, indigenous, and poor public bodies in Mexico City. In a cultural magazine like El 
Universal Ilustrado, they were portrayed as second to the Ayuntamientos they helped elect, and 
as part of the urban dirtiness yet to be cleaned up.  
 Mexico City street vendors were frequently depicted as an inconvenience for the city that 
should be removed in the name of public health, the nation’s progress, and to compete with more 
civilized countries. These ideas were included in articles such as “Los obstáculos para la 
higienización de México” (1922, 50-1) and “La higienización de la Ciudad de México: Un 
                                                





importante Proyecto del presidente municipal” (1922, 60-2), published on July 6 and August 31 
of 1922, respectively. As usual, it is the Ayuntamiento that will effectively deal with these 
problems, through supposed effective bureaucracy and skillful management. The second article 
champions the proposal of Mexico City’s mayor to establish a new office to deal with public 
health in general, and with “los mercados que afean la ciudad,” specifically. The juxtaposition 
between the heroic State and the unclean lower socio-economic classes is shown visually in an 
article published on September 4, 1924 (“Un nuevo sistema” 1924, 9) (see fig. 1.12). The piece 
discusses the mayor’s new proposal to improve the current trash-collecting system, whose 
deficiencies can be seen in the lower of the two photographs. In this one, we see an overstuffed 
garbage bin on a curbside and five noticeably poor kids squatting around it while rummaging 
through the waste. Some are actively running their hands through the garbage pile, while a 
couple look at the camera. In the background, we see men – some standing against the wall while 
others appear to be walking through – looking both at the kids and the camera. The subtitles to 
this photograph lumps together the trash and the kids, not distinguishing between human life and 
trash: “Una muestra gráfica de la deficiencia del actual sistema de recolección de basuras que 
muy pronto será modificado, gracias a los esfuerzos del Ayuntamiento” (9).37 There is an 
overwhelming sense that the five bodies represent a spectacle in multiple senses: they are the 
pueblos figurantes that function to buttress the protagonism of the government. The latter is 
pictured in the upper photograph, which includes the mayor – Marcos E. Raya –, the Director de 
Obras Públicas del Ayuntamiento, among other men, all in suits. Spatially, the superiority of the 
government is underscored and made to parallel the text’s tone. 
                                                
37. “A graphic sample of the deficiency of the current system of trash collection that will very soon be modified, 





Figure 1.12. El Universal Ilustrado. “Un nuevo sistema para la limpia de la ciudad.” September 4, 
1924. Author’s photograph. 
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Audiffred’s illustrations echo the association between the poor and uncleanliness. On a 
piece published on August 20, 1925 (Aguilar and Audiffred 1925, 36), the cartoonist and the 
accompanying text attribute to the strikes issues such as losing telephonic service in the city (see 
fig. 1.13). The monos depict trash as a problem that will soon overpower the city, and street 
vendors as an ugly and dirty phenomenon that takes over the roads. The text reflects the modern 
preoccupation of the nation’s place within other more advanced countries: “¡Qué dirán las 
naciones extranjeras!” (36).38 A couple months later, on the verge of November 2 – el día de los 
muertos – Audiffred humorously illustrates “A propósito de muertos” (Audiffred 1925, 38). The 
illustrations include assaults, overstuffed and germ-infested trash receptacles with a man 
sweeping the ground next to it, starving teachers, among others (see fig. 1.14). At the very 
bottom, there is a sleeping man with the label “pueblo,” z’s emanating from him, and the caption 
“casi muerto” beneath him.39 Audiffred is employing the common association between the 
underprivileged – denoted by the patchy clothes – and laziness. It is in virtue of being poor and 
sleepy that the people are almost dead, or nearly nonexistent to the rest of society. They are a 
sanitized expuesto people. Tellingly, the man is completely shaded in, suggesting a darker-
colored person, characteristic of those in the lower socio-economic spectrum. Racial 
(indigenous) and economic (campesinos) associations are plausible within this context, yet 
without specifications it would be impossible to ascertain one or the other. It is therefore possible 
to conclude that the printing press elaborated a concept of the people as a faction of unwanted 
                                                
38. “What will foreign nations say!” (36). 
 




street-occupiers – such as vendors and the poor – that had to be sanitized, and that was different 
than those that fought during the Revolution, for instance. 
 





Figure 1.14. El Universal Ilustrado. “A propósito de muertos.” October 29, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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There are indications that the indigenous population was also being isolated and targeted 
in the sanitation practice. In an earlier piece titled “Un consejo superior,” Audiffred illustrates a 
law, “la orden del Baño” (16),40 requiring people to bathe (Aguilar and Audiffred 1924, 16) (see 
fig. 1.15).  
                                                
40.  “the bathing law” (16).  
 
Figure 1.15. El Universal Ilustrado. “Un consejo superior.” February 20, 1924. Author’s photograph. 
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Indigenous people seem to be particularly targeted with this decree, as “hoy llevan a montones a 
los pobres inditos a empujones y los hacen bañarse” (16, my emphases).41 The accompanying 
cartoon at the bottom shows a single file with various popular characters waiting their turn to 
receive the baño at the hands of a man dumping a bucket of water on their heads. Indigenous 
people were not infrequently associated with filthiness and obstruction of traffic. The year 
before, the indios are accused of symbolizing an obstacle to traffic and presenting a bad image. 
In “Las iniciativas del departamento de tráfico” (1923, 55-6), the stands are described as 
blocking people from boarding the local trains. The mobile kiosks are “albergadas por los 
tiradores indios. Estorban. Molestan con su aspecto” (55, my emphasis).42 The author is 
completely unsympathetic, as he acknowledges that he does not know their psychology or what 
motivates them, and suggests that instead of regulating the stands, they be burned. Lastly, it is 
acceptable for “unclean” bodies to be photographed within the pages of El Universal Ilustrado 
without negative connotations, only when they appear at the service of the State. In an article 
titled “Próxima Iniciación de las Mejoras en la Reforma” (1924, 9), published on July 17, 1924, 
on the improvements to Paseo de la Reforma and its surrounding streets, there is a picture of a 
group of men working on paving a road (see fig. 1.16). While the photograph is in black and 
white, it is likely that their skin is darker, and their clothing suggests that they belong to a poorer 
sector that encompasses the indigenous and campesino populations. But in this context, they are 
not blocking traffic, do not need to be bathed, and are not an obstacle to society’s future. These 
bodies are not part of the problem, but rather represent a path – both literally and metaphorically 
                                                
41. “today they shove and take in bulk the poor little indians and they make them bathe” (16, my emphases). 
 




– to the country’s aspirations to progress and “civilization.” The caption to the photograph 
evinces some of these ideas: 
 
Una fotografía de las obras de pavimentación en la Avenida Jalisco, una de las arterias 
 más aristocráticas y más modernas de la capital, en la que se han iniciado ya notables 




 trabajos, que la convertirán próximamente en uno de los paseos más bellos de nuestra 
 metrópoli, gracias a los esfuerzos del actual Presidente Municipal. (9)43 
The aestheticizing of the city is the main goal of the work in progress, and the flow of traffic is 
elsewhere listed as a second objective. The workers’ dismal socio-economic condition is not 
noted. Neither is their racial identity that has been a catalyst for their colonization and 
exploitation. Modernity, modernization processes, progress, and civilization, along with the 
governmental agencies that are supposed to bring them about, are highlighted and privileged.  
 However, notions like the grotesque, dirtiness, and abjection are not the sole property of 
modernity and modernization. The latter concepts, through a scientism lens, view such scientific 
advances as the germ theory of disease as the dominant measuring device in explaining social 
phenomena, beyond successfully detecting and eliminating the spread of biological viruses and 
infections. But as sociologist Elizabeth Shove argues, “describing people, things or practices as 
clean or dirty is not a socially neutral enterprise” (2003, 88). When a person or group of people 
are deemed “dirty” or “unclean,” there are deleterious connotations that tend to reinforce a 
hierarchical value system with its own set of exclusionary social geographies. In the 1960s, 
Mikhail Bakhtin ([1965] 2009) famously problematized the “bad rap” that the notion of the 
grotesque had had. He placed emphasis on the body and its connection to the community through 
similarities like the open (the mouth, the anus, the vagina) and the penetrative (the nose, the 
penis), which allow for exchanges to occur between the body and the world through acts like sex, 
eating, and drinking, and to produce degrading material like urine and feces. In the late 1960s, 
                                                
43. “A photograph showing the act of paving on Jalisco Avenue, one of the most aristocratic and modern arteries of 
the capital, in which there have already been initiated notable works, that will soon convert it into one of the most 
beautiful roads of our metropolis, thanks to the efforts of the current Municipal President” (9).  
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anthropologist Mary Douglas ([1966] 2002) challenged Western ideas of pollution, and advanced 
that the interpretation of dirt in one society is tantamount to anything that is considered out of 
place by that society. By analyzing the sacred, the clean and the unclean, and ritual, religion, and 
lifestyle, Douglas attempted to imbue subtlety into the concept of dirt and construe it as a 
reflection of society instead of a fixed and unchanging notion. And later, Julia Kristeva (1982), 
influenced by Douglas, would produce a theory of abjection. In the treatise, Kristeva takes cues 
from Freud and Lacan to write about horror, filth, defilement, marginalization, castration, the 
“I/Other” dichotomy, and other concepts within queer and feminist theories. She writes that “It is 
thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 
order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the 
composite” (4). In other words, it is in virtue of disrupting the flow of order and in showing the 
fragility of the law that abjection is produced; anything or anyone that contributes to this 
destabilization is deemed abject. Her ideas allow for insight into the Mexican context: abject 
bodies are deemed so primarily due to their interruption within the coveted stability and nation-
formation after the Revolution. The wave of works that analyze dirt in its social context facilitate 
an alternative conceptualization to traditional Western viewpoints of uncleanliness, thereby 
problematizing the foundations of the imposed homogenizing, aesthetic, and double-pronged 
hygiene/eugenics program during and after the 1920s in Mexico.44 By seeing the logic behind El 
Universal Ilustrado’s derision of so-called unclean social bodies from this perspective, one can 
start to make sense of the supplement’s choice to reprimand these marginalized sectors rather 
than to point towards the system that prompted, allowed, and perpetuated their exclusion (and 
“uncleanliness,” if you want). It is in this way that the directors, editors, writers, graphic artists, 
                                                
44. For further works on dirt, (un)cleanliness, and hygiene, see Campkin and Cox (2013) and Stern (2005). 
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poets, and intellectuals that contributed to the weekly magazine were able to point towards the 
unwanted sectors of society as metaphorical receptacles for the nation’s misfortunes under the 
guise of a modern notion of “cleanliness,” and the urban elite readers found no fault with such a 
procedure. Indeed, the magazine’s portrayal is both a reflection of the elites’ perspective as well 
as an omen of the program’s success in the coming years. Yet, the portrayal is not an objective 
depiction of a peoples as an anathema vexing society’s future. 
 Related higienization processes, in the construction of the pueblo sanitizado expuesto,45 
occurred when the “indian aesthetic” was developed and embraced by a multifarious group of 
social actors, an aesthetic that is linked to indigenousness specifically, and race more broadly. 
Earlier above, I considered indigenousness as a component of marginalized bodies. I would like 
to zoom out a bit and consider the function of the concept of race and analyze its various 
dominant roles in Latin American – and specifically post-Revolutionary Mexican – nation-
building. Race was a flexible concept that shifted between mediating the indigenous people 
being portrayed negatively – as in the above examples –, and the indigenous populace being 
idealized in order to create homogenizing concepts like identity and nation. Race in the continent 
has been integral to the making of the modern, as Diego A. von Vacano (2012) has argued. 
According to the author, racial identity vis-à-vis citizenship and its political roles have been 
present in three periods of the modern era: the colonial, the late modern/high modern, and the 
cosmopolitan/late modern. Although taking a problematic perspective in which the colonial 
epoch is viewed as more of a “discovery” than a violent imposition, von Vacano’s analysis 
underscores the enduring political function that race has had in Latin America. In Mexico, race 
has been a political category closely intertwined with nation and identity creation at least from 
                                                
45. “[…] exposed sanitized people […]” 
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the mid-nineteenth century until the present. As a project of new state formation, it has taken the 
shape of the mestizo. The term’s biological roots refer to a person with mixed-race inheritance, 
commonly indigenous and European, but it has predominantly been used by intellectuals, 
politicians, and artists to forge national identities. In the twentieth century, it was José 
Vasconcelos who propelled the country’s mestizo identity through his utopic La raza cósmica 
([1925] 2007), in which he envisioned a mixed race whose dominating traits would be white. As 
recent scholars such as Joshua Lund (2012) and Pedro Ángel Palou (2014) show, the mestizo 
was the modern catalyst in which biopolitical control and ideological consolidation by the 
hegemonic Mexican State were possible: “El Estado mexicano se consolida ideológicamente – 
políticamente estaba a punto de lograrlo al institucionalizar la revolución – gracias a la invención 
de la mexicanidad. El significante maestro que contiene y actualiza todos los sentidos de esta 
nueva empresa educativa y cultural es el de mestizo” (Palou 2014, 14).46 Palou argues that the 
mestizo project was destined to fail, and the case of El Universal Ilustrado confirms his 
conclusions because, as we will see, the idealization of the Indian and other mestizo offshoots 
would eventually founder. The analyses of these scholars are important because in the past, 
Mexicanness, lo mexicano, has been widely and uncritically taken for granted by authors like 
Octavio Paz. It was only because of critics like Carlos Monsiváis, Roger Bartra, and Rick López 
that these constructions – what the second anthologized as “anatomía del mexicano” – began to 
be taken as such. 
 The concept of the indio is a related racial trope that has been widely employed behind a 
variety of nation-building projects. As we will see, it is one to which El Universal Ilustrado 
                                                
46. “The Mexican State is ideologically consolidated – politically it was about to happen in institutionalizing the 
Revolution –  due to the invention of Mexicanness. The master signifier that contains and actualizes every sense of 
this new educational and cultural enterprise is that of the mestizo” (Palou 2014, 14). 
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contributed in the early 1920s by way of the india bonita pageant. It was part of the colonial 
endeavor carried out from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. As Stacie G. Widdifield 
(1990) has argued, there is a vast visual record of the Indian physical assimilation and its social 
importance as part of the aim to control a large and potentially productive labor force. The Indian 
became an aestheticized subject during the 19th century due to artists such as José Obregón (“The 
Discovery of Pulque,” 1869), Rodrigo Gutiérrez (“The Senate of Tlaxcala,” 1875), and Leandro 
Izaguirre (“The Torture of Cuauhtémoc,” 1893). Later, Saturnino Herrán contributed his art 
during modernismo, and the escuelas de pintura al aire libre during the twentieth century 
teens.47 Diego Rivera and other muralists and artists after the Revolution presented the Indian as 
a grand unifying vision of Mexico tied to other ideologies like Marxism and Communism to 
essentialize what it meant to be a Mexican in the present. Eventually, the indigenismo program 
began to be developed in a more coherent manner. This program refers to a set of institutional 
policies, socio-scientific standards, and artistic renderings related to the Indian. According to 
Analisa Taylor (2009), the indigenismo platform constructed the Indian as a national ideal that 
was to become a cultural icon outside indigenous folks’ experiences. The platform also kept 
indigenous people away from political incorporation. The thought was that indigenous people 
had to be assimilated to national culture to be citizens, and that their “ignorance” and 
“backwardness” could ultimately only be rescued by the State. Thus, anthropologists like Manuel 
Gamio, and State-backed intellectuals like Vasconcelos, Alfonso Caso, and later Moises Sáenz, 
argued for social incorporation of the Indian and ultimately control of his labor, land, and social 
                                                
47. See González Matute (1987) and López F. Cao (2006) for elaborate analyses on the escuelas de pintura al aire 
libre, and Quirarte (2004) for a brief account of how Herrán’s mural Our Gods depicts the Indian as the archetype of 
the indigenous race. 
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standings. The Indian was allegorically praised, and used to construct national identity and 
ethnicity, but socio-economically ostracized and her history of oppression ignored.  
 It is exciting to live in an era in which these developments can more fully be 
deconstructed – what Bartra ([1987] 2014) calls the “post-Mexican condition” –, and there is still 
much more to be done to better understand the different methods by which Mexico was imagined 
by the elite after the Revolution to guide the country into modernization, as well as to prevent a 
resurgence into social and political instability. I would like to augment the collective analysis on 
how the illustrated press contributed visually to these identity- and nation-building processes, 
and I do this by exploring how an influential cultural magazine like El Universal Ilustrado 
aestheticized the mestizo and indian subjects. On the one hand, there is a visibilization of the 
lower classes happening during and immediately after the Revolution, arguably beginning with 
Mariano Azuela’s Los de abajo ([1915] 1960). As Max Parra (2005) has argued, for the first time 
in the history of the Mexican novel are the popular classes assigned the role of protagonists, 
notwithstanding peasant subjectivity being suppressed in the story. This visibilization happened 
partly due to what Horacio Legrás (2017) has called “borrowings,” in which different social 
groups began to be (re)presented, as a monolithic entity, across platforms like poetry, film, 
photography, labor organization, and political apparatuses. The upshot of such a depiction was a 
standard experience of the Revolution that has persisted until our days. One of the biggest 
catalysts that invigorated this staging process was the 1921 “centennial” celebrations, as some of 
the organizers’ intentions were to create an inclusive event that represented members from across 
the social spectrum. This was the second celebration after the 1910 one put on by then-president 
Porfirio Díaz. However, as we shall see, the major outcome of the 1921 festivities – and 
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particularly of the india bonita pageant – was a contribution to the formation of the nation and a 
parallel gendered construction of indigeneity. 
 El Universal Ilustrado’s parent paper, El Universal, launched the india bonita pageant in 
January 1921, in which young dark-skinned Indian girls were thrusted into the competition for 
the title of “india pura de raza mexicana.”48 The contest was not the first held by the newspaper, 
as the “Concurso de la obrera simpática” was carried out the previous year;49 yet, the india 
bonita contest was the first marketed as a racial one, and it quickly became wildly popular and 
influential in many respects. The competition was also not at first endorsed by the reading 
public, and in fact took some convincing in the shape of newspaper articles by intellectuals of the 
likes of Manuel Gamio. However, by the time the contest concluded in August of that same year, 
a high portion of the elite, including the president, were thoroughly on board with the contest’s 
legitimacy and attended the many events where the winner made appearances. That winner was 
sixteen-year-old María Bibiana Uribe, and months later her portrait appeared on the covers of El 
Universal and El Universal Ilustrado (see fig. 1.17). The reasons why she won, according to 
María Teresa Fernández Aceves and Carmen Ramos Escandón (2006), were because of her 
limited knowledge of Spanish, her racial and ethnographic characteristics, and her wardrobe. 
Gamio, as a member of the judging panel and a supposed scientific expert in identifying 
authentic indigenous characteristics, insisted that Indians be integrated into the national terrane, 
and as such he stressed the importance of this competition in contributing to such a goal. The 
result, expressed through articles, interviews, and the competition’s guidelines, was an emphasis 
                                                
48. “pure Indian of the Mexican race.”  
 
49. “The pleasant female worker contest.”  
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on the contestants’ pure race, passivity, broken Spanish, archetypal Indian wardrobe, innocence, 
awkwardness, and humble origins. 
 
Figure 1.17. El Universal Ilustrado. Cover. August 17, 1921. Author’s photograph. 
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This ideal about what an Indian should be was imposed by mostly elite urban men in charge of 
the competition, as well as the readers that were supposed to nominate their own indias bonitas. 
The situation was exacerbated by the fact that Rafael Pérez Taylor (“Hipólito Seijas”), as the 
person in charge of getting the project together, eventually asked his readers to take on the role 
of recruiters. Pérez Taylor, also on the judges’ panel, did not encourage girls to represent 
themselves and instead requested readers to send in photos of their very own indias bonitas. 
Very soon, the popularity of both the contest and Bibiana skyrocketed, with the latter being 
pushed into the focus of the metropolitan’s social circles. She was thrusted into the spotlight and 
invited to attend concerts, dinner parties, theater performances, public and governmental events, 
and film promotions. 
 There are a couple of things to underscore about the contest. First, the competition proves 
to be problematic for a few reasons. As Rick López compellingly and extensively argues in 
Crafting Mexico: Intellectuals, Artisans, and the State after the Revolution (2010), by 
emphasizing a narrow set of desired characteristics the contestants should possess, indigenous 
beauty was not put on a par with white beauty. The editors admitted so when they published, on 
July 1921, the finalists’ selection criteria: “the judges considered only the Indian features of the 
contestants, and in no way were they guided by beauty or personality” (qtd. in López 2010, 39). 
Even though the majority of the submissions belonged to girls working in urban markets, most of 
the finalists were servants in the countryside, suggesting as an implicit criterion being rural and 
subservient. The modernist strategy to forge a gendered nationalist discourse restricted the 
control that indigenous women could exert over their bodies and self-representation. Indeed, as 
Adriana Zavala (2010) contends, a gendered Indian –the india bonita form generated during this 
contest – became a central component to national unification during the Revolution and well into 
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the 1920s. Secondly, the project to build the nation was not led strictly by the State, as 
intellectuals, artists, writers, poets, and others not directly related to the State participated 
vigorously in such an enterprise. López argues this point by further emphasizing the fact that it 
was not even only Mexicans that participated in the country’s nation-building, because 
international intellectuals and artists such as Anita Brenner, printmaker Jean Charlot, 
photographer Tina Modotti, and actress María Conesa played important roles in the process. By 
not being a governmental outlet, the case of El Universal Ilustrado strengthens this argument. In 
fact, Palavicini had initially conceived of the pageant in order to promote his own newspaper, 
and it was only later that it was picked up and promoted by other elite individuals and 
institutions. 
 As John Mraz (2009) has shown, visuality was a preferred mode in building a sense of 
nation and identity after the Revolution. What was the effect of the picture of the india bonita 
winner, Bibiana, on the cover of such a “modern” magazine as El Universal Ilustrado? What did 
readers make of it? How did her photo influence the magazine’s aesthetics, either in photography 
or illustrations, in subsequent issues? What ripple effects did it have on the construction of the 
nation and its identity? Because some statistics are not available at the moment, and even if 
causation is difficult to prove in phenomena that occurs successively, the best way to answer 
some of these questions is to analyze related data. Bibiana’s magazine cover was extraordinary 
in the sense that most of the covers were either flappers (pelonas) or scenes drawn in the style of 
Art Nouveau or Art Déco, or else photographs of young modern actresses or models. There were 
exceptions, of course, but Bibiana’s cover was unique. For one thing, it was an image of an 
indigenous person essentially plucked from her daily life to be paraded not only for the 
magazine, but also for numerous cultural and political events. In other words, the cover stuck out 
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like a sore thumb. For another, her posture suggests a manipulated artificiality: her pose is stoic 
and she has been given a prop, a craft from Olinalá. López details how the caption describes the 
object as belonging to her, yet Bibiana explains in an interview that she was given the item 
during the photo shoot. While the image counteracts the unseemly way that indigenous folks 
were commonly depicted in cultural magazines during that time, Bibiana herself resembles a 
prop in the cover in question.  
 The “Indian aesthetic” was taken more as a fashion statement than as an opportunity to 
reflect on the marginalization of the indigenous sector of society. In Rielle Navitski’s (2017) 
words, the contest and Noriega Hope’s thoughts on it “are suggestive of postrevolutionary 
cultural production’s tendency to synthesize customs and practices from various regions into a 
palatable whole, while discarding cultural practices deemed alien to modernity” (93). Although 
this was one of the only occasions during the years I study that an indigenous individual proper 
appeared on the cover of El Universal Ilustrado, indigenous sensibilities were increasingly 
incorporated into the magazine’s pages, and it seemed that they were everywhere: chinas 
poblanas in the social sections, movies, festivals, and military parades; films that included the 
charro; ethnographic essays about the “bellos ritos indígenas”; articles heroicizing indigenous 
soldiers; pieces on “escenas pintorescas de la vida indígena”; and, of course, the photographs and 
illustrations promoting the indigenous image on its covers. To be clear, the traditional dress 
styles associated with the china poblana,50 and the accompanying charro,51 had become popular 
                                                
50. A dress design from the middle and southeast of the country characterized by a white blouse, a skirt called a 
castor (a “beaver”), a white slip peeking from underneath the skirt, a loop to hold up the skirt, a shawl, a scarf or 
kerchief to disguise any potential cleavage, and satin shoes embroidered with silk thread, as nineteenth-century 
author Manuel Payno describes. 
 





at least since the late nineteenth century, but their aesthetics were highly compatible with the 
newly-lauded india bonita character. Popular theater productions from a few years back 
incorporated explicit indigenous characteristics such as ones starring the Mexican vedette – or 
star who appears on multiple platforms, such as theater, TV, and film, and who typically 
possessed multiple talents, like singing or acting –, Esperanza “la reina de la opereta” Iris. She 
was figured in the June 7, 1918 cover in a chiapaneca outfit which consisted of multi-colored 
patterns on a long dress, sandals, and a strip of garment tied around the head (Muñana 1918, 
cover) (see fig. 1.18). The chiapaneca wardrobe is a typical attire from Chiapa de Corzo, in 
Chiapas, and originated during the conquest when various materials were brought over from 
Europe. The indigenous persona carried such cultural currency that Iris’s picture for this very 
cover was to be used years later in a 1921 sandal sole advertisement, claiming that the indias 
bonitas used the marketed sole in their own huaraches (Suelas Viosca 1921) (see fig. 1.19). Iris 
was often featured in the magazine’s pages conducting interviews (Ross 1918), and in the regular 
“Retratos mentales” section (“Retratos mentales” 1922, 27). María Conesa, another vedette 
famous for her appearances on stage, television, and film, interpreted early on the india bonita in 
theater. El Universal Ilustrado often published very favorable pieces on the production, such as 
the one appearing on March 3, 1921 (Birotteau 1921, 13) (see fig. 1.20). Here, the supplement 




                                                




Two weeks later, a photo spread of the “very successful” Colon Theatre production was printed 
in which Conesa is attributed with having brought the national dramaturgical genre to its peak 
(“La india bonita: El gran éxito del teatro colón” 1921) (see fig. 1.21). The fame and admiration 
these actresses drew was astounding, and their popularity helped further extol the indigenous 
image in constructing what was supposed to be a “genuine” Mexican essence. 
 
 
Figure 1.18. El Universal Ilustrado. 
Advertisement. June 7, 1918. Author’s 
photograph. 
Figure 1.19. El Universal Ilustrado. Cover. April 14, 








These representations of indigenous aesthetics by such cultural heavyweights as Iris, 
Conesa, and others, were appropriations carried out by white elite folks. The logic was that the 
aesthetic would be implemented into an identity based on a skin color acceptable to the upper-
class consumer, while referring to an alleged “authentic” Mexicanness. Even in the best-case 
scenario, they are echoes of “the real thing.” In the above examples, we see a nominal praising of 
the india bonita as a coveted look that is to be imitated and created into a subject worthy of 
covers and advertisements, almost as a disguise that could readily be adapted by any and all 
Mexicans. The juxtaposition between Bibiana’s photograph and the actresses’ is revealing. Take 
Iris’s picture, for instance. The full-body photograph shows her smiling, standing, and holding a 




basket with her right hand in a care-free manner. Bibiana, on the other hand, is not smiling or 
standing, and the frame cuts her legs off. Her passive appearance is exacerbated by the ostensible 
photographer’s signature that appears next to her, suggesting that credit for the image is due to 
an outside actor and thereby further removing agency from Bibiana. Conversely, there is no 
signature in Iris’s portrait. Bibiana’s appearance on the cover is racially motivated by so-called 
Indian characteristics engineered by elite men like Gamio, whereas Iris’s is supposed to be based 
on her talents as an actress and singer. In other photographs, Bibiana appears only when 
accompanied by actresses that portray her, like Iris, or in events promoting some other 
institution, like the pageant itself. Even when models imitate Bibiana’s posture, captions are 
added to clarify that it is the Indian who must adapt and assimilate her- or himself into the 
Western and modern Mexican nation. This is the case with an insert in a special edition 
dedicated to the state of San Luis Potosí published on August 17, 1922 (“China potosina insert” 





Figure 1.22. El Universal Ilustrado. August 17, 1922. Author’s photograph. 
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In the page, located towards the front of the issue, we see a full-page photograph of a young 
woman laying down and resting the upper half of her body on some objects, her left hand leaning 
on a traditional vase. Her wardrobe resembles the “china potosina,” with the customary white 
blouse embroidered with patterns along the edges. Her demeanor resembles Bibiana’s, inert, but 
staring off with a dreamy expression to the side of the camera. By only taking up a fraction of the 
lower half of the picture, one is left with the impression that the anonymous girl is part of the 
props, which consist of traditional objects such as a dark guitar, a blanket with geometrical 
patterns hanging in the background, and a small plant reminiscent of a small typical maguey. 
Colorful striped designs dominate the material on the floor and on the furniture behind her. The 
text underneath the photograph makes explicit the aim to articulate a univocal nationalism based 
on an indigenous but superficial tradition of the country. It designates San Luis Potosí as one of 
the most “Mexican” in the country, and perpetuates the civilization/barbarism dualism by 
distinguishing between the “características del suelo mexicano,” which are supposed to be 
visually present in the photograph, and the civilizatory concept of a people that still dance the 
modern “fox.” The page attempts to highlight Mexican traditions as essential, while justifying 
their compatibility with a post-Revolutionary modernity. 
 Illustrations functioned in tangent with the photographs to promote an image of the 
indigenous as quintessentially Mexican, even if always backwards. Covers by artists such as 
Bolaños Cacho (see figs. 1.23-1.25) and Duhart (see fig. 1.26) are examples of such customary 
depictions, whereby the typical modern white females adopted the indigenous look for 





Figure 1.23. Fernando Bolaños Cacho. El 
Universal Ilustrado. Cover. May 10, 1923. 
Author’s photograph. 
Figure 1.24. Fernando Bolaños Cacho. El 
Universal Ilustrado. Cover. September 13, 
1923. Author’s photograph. 
Figure 1.26. Jorge S. Duhart. El Universal 
Ilustrado. Cover. October 15, 1925. Author’s 
photograph. 
Figure 1.25. Fernando Bolaños Cacho. El 
Universal Ilustrado. Cover. November 23, 
1923. Author’s photograph. 
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as the one appearing in the July 23, 1925 issue drawn by Audiffred (Audiffred 1925, cover) (see 
fig. 1.27). In the latter drawing, the artist illustrates a woman with dark tones and indigenous 
facial features whose outfit, while largely left out of the picture, is composed of yellow dots. 
There is a tropical tree behind her. The woman has very masculine attributes, and although not 
smiling, one could say that she is almost smirking. It is a very particular cover, because other 
than the magazine’s name and the artist’s signature, there is no other information displayed. She 
is not holding any objects and is not subordinated to any accompanying texts; indeed, she stands 
alone. The decision to put this image as a cover for El Universal Ilustrado is an interesting 
choice by the editors and in my opinion represents an exception that proves the rule, as the 
proverb goes. 
 On the other hand, there were illustrations whose effects can be seen to mimic those of 
Rivera’s murals vis-à-vis the construction of a Mexican identity based on a one-dimensional 
indigenous aesthetic. There was an anonymous cover published on December 17, 1925 that 
depicted an indigenous family in the midst of their daily activities (Anonymous 1925, cover) (see 
fig. 1.28). The skin color and facial traits of the mother, father, baby and grandmother are akin to 
indigenous folks’. They appear to be in their rural living quarters, complete with the abundant 
harvest blossoming in the background. The man, standing behind the women and baby, appears 
to be eating, and is wearing campesino attire and a sombrero. The women sit cross-legged on the 
ground in front of him and appear to be talking and interacting with the baby. The goings-on in 
the picture communicate fertility and abundance, associated with a historic(al) viewpoint of the 
country and its culture. The people are not working and instead seem to be reaping the benefits 
of nature’s offerings in the form of plentiful crops and budding flowers in a basket beside the 








Figure 1.28. Anonymous. El Universal Ilustrado. Cover. December 17, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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painted by Rivera a few years later in 1928 at the Ministry of Public Education (see fig. 1.29). In 
the fresco, a large family – metonymically, the “Mexican family” – sits at the table about to 
break bread, and the large number of people waiting for dinner to commence forces some of 
them to join dinner from outside as they look onward. Unlike in the illustration, it is a woman 
that dominantly stands with a large fruit basket over her head behind the seated guests. She 
occupies a central space in the image, followed by a man who is seated directly in front of her 
literally breaking bread. The man and woman are the only figures in the mural staring directly at 
the viewer. The drawing and the mural share a general framework, with an archway 
encompassing the general picture and the family directly underneath it. The families are either in 
the process of eating or about to eat, but in either case the idea of lushness and abundance is 
accentuated. While the painting, in the style of Rivera, is inclusive and incorporates campesinos, 
soldiers, indigenous people, and the middle class, the drawing is limited to a racialized family. 
The latter renders race the crux of an identity that was beginning to be forged still only within a 
few years after the Revolution, and that harkened back to a traditional peoples that were 
simultaneously seen as conflicting with modernity, and as the essence of the Mexican spirit. 
These indigenous peoples represented traditions and values embodied in a populace still alive at 
that time. And this was the legacy enacted by the india bonita pageant and Bibiana’s portrait: a 
metaphorical indigenous mask assembled with the living blood of an existing culture and 
encompassing memories of a distant aboriginal past, in order to create an identity that would 
homogenize the nation, and whose repercussions would be the eschewing of the indigenous 






Figure 1.29. Diego Rivera. Our Daily Bread, fresco, third floor, west wall, 




Seeing Red: Communism, the Graphic Arts, and the Mexican 
State in El Machete, 1925-1927 
 
In tracing the construction of the empty signifier that is “the people” in the Mexican 
illustrated press during the first half of the twentieth century after the Revolution, it is important 
to look closely at the cultural production that was El Machete (1924-1938), which was essential 
in linking leftist artists and communism – in constant dialogue with a State that at times was a 
foe and at others a friend (Lear 2007). El Machete is a good case study to analyze Mexico’s 
political left in the first decade after the armed phase of its Revolution, and its relationship to an 
embryonic regime that at times worked with, and at others against, the graphic artists. My 
argument is that the newspaper employed a Manichaean visual and discursive rhetoric (us vs. 
them), not unlike the one characteristic of populism, while creating a rallying concept of the 
frente único whereby a unified communism directed from the Soviet Union was sold to the 
readership as the only defense against the bourgeoisie. The opponent was portrayed as U.S. 
imperialism, capitalism, the clergy, and the treacherous leaders both within government and in 
allied organizations. There were also specific duties belonging to the proletariat, such as buying 
and reading El Machete and joining the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM). In the Mexican 
context of the 1920s, where Communism, liberalism, anarchism, and social-democracy were at 
different times heavily influential among artists, workers, and campesinos, El Machete 
functioned as an ideological lynchpin where artists could publish their work and disseminate 
their ideas.  
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In what follows, I delve into Mexican communism’s development in order to adequately 
expose the cultural, social, and historical context in which El Machete was produced. I will then 
focus on El Machete during the years 1925-1927. I study these years because it was on 1925 that 
the newspaper became the official outlet of the PCM, and by the end of 1927 its most 
accomplished contributors – Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and 
Xavier Guerrero – had already left.  
 To fully understand the logic behind Mexico’s political and artistic interdependent grid 
during the 1920s and early 1930s, it is imperative to trace the trajectory of the global left and its 
influence on Mexico’s culture and politics leading up to its Revolution and beyond. Carlos 
Illades, professor at the Social Sciences and Humanities Division of the Universidad Autónoma 
de México, Iztapalapa, has most recently published several in-depth investigations tracing 
Mexico’s rich and influential leftist, Marxist, and communist development in the twentieth 
century (Illades 2018, Illades 2017a, Illades 2017b). According to Illades, the universal left had 
its beginnings with the French Revolution which took place during the last decade of the 
eighteenth century. What he calls la primavera de los pueblos,53 the revolutions that constituted 
the first global movement of the current era, introduced socialism as a means of advocating for 
universal rights, suffrage, mutual help, fraternal solidarity, equality sustained on liberty, as well 
as the right to work in times of unemployment. In Mexico, the first liberalism and conservatism 
began to be elaborated and differentiated as early as the 1840s, at a time when a socialist 
discourse in the public national debate was beginning to be developed. Furthermore, the arrival 
in the country of Plotino Constantino Rhodakanaty – the Greek socialist and anarchist – in 1861 
was a catalyst in the labor and campesino movement that would lead to its 1910 upheaval. 
                                                
53. “[…] the people’s Spring […]” 
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Rhodakanaty introduced Charles Fourier’s and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s teachings, established a 
Mexican anarchist escuela libre in 1863,54 and probably co-wrote a manifesto titled “Manifiesto 
a todos los oprimidos y pobres del universo” in which he lambasted all types of government, 
criticized human exploitation, and promoted peace, free use of the land, the creation of 
agricultural societies, and socialism. Rhodakanaty also established a national organization with 
the aim of producing social regeneration. La social, founded on March 20, 1871, was active in 
social movements during the 1870s and in worker associations that were starting to develop 
widely in the country. Associated manifestos were published that advanced agricultural, worker, 
and rural rights, e.g., La ley del pueblo in 1878, and the Plan socialista proclamado por los 
representantes de los pueblos de los estados de Querétaro y Guanajuato in 1879. Socialism as a 
movement was making sway in Europe, as there were more and more conferences and political 
parties adherent to the ideology. As Illades notes, there were already 34 socialist parties in 
Europe between 1871 and 1905. And different strands of leftist thinkers were beginning to 
champion socialism: communists, anarchists, and social-democrats. Their influence was already 
being felt in Latin America and in Mexico specifically to such an extent that, according to Justin 
Akers Chacón (2018), “[t]his set into motion the Mexican anarchist tradition as the foundational 
root of proletarian radicalism” (46).  
The development and spread of leftist thought with roots in European socialism coincided 
in Mexico with the growth of labor movements – with unionization as their prime mobilization 
instrument – towards the beginning of the twentieth century, paralleling modernization processes 
– including a more developed capitalism – that started during the porfiriato. The relationship 
between the Mexican State and these unions was a symbiotic ecosystem. Because unionism was 
                                                
54. “[…] free school […]” 
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a growing movement, groups such as the communists, social-democrats, anarchists, and artists 
influenced by these strands, competed with the official regime to impact its development. 
Toward the beginning of the twentieth century, the manufacturing proletariat and the industry 
unions began to take shape (Illades 2017b). There started to be organizations like the Partido 
Liberal Mexicano (PLM) and the Partido Socialista Mexicano (PSM), both formed in 1911and 
both influential in disseminating the socialist ideology among workers; and the Casa del Obrero 
founded in 1912 (later, in 1913, Casa del Obrero Mundial), which united textile and quarry 
workers, tailors, and car drivers, and which was Mexico’s first national worker organization 
(Carr 1992). Communism played an active role in negotiating between the workers, artists, and 
the State, and despite its official Mexican party not surviving until the end of the century, it was 
influential in activating political and cultural networks. According to Illades, “El comunismo 
aunque débil y clandestino, cultivó la expectativa revolucionaria que resulta atractiva a un 
segmento minoritario pero combativo de trabajadores, campesinos y jóvenes” (2017a, 53).55 And 
the PCM was indeed the principal actor of the Mexican left (Carr 1992). However, the extent to 
which communism and social-democracy would penetrate worker organizations like the ones 
discussed above was hampered by the regime’s collusion with them. The Confederación 
Regional de Obreros Mexicanos (CROM), for instance, was founded in 1918 under the 
leadership of Luis N. Morones, a union that functioned as the regime’s official arm. What 
interests me in the present work are the tensions and dialogues between the State, on the one 
hand, and leftist graphic artists, workers, and peasants, on the other, in disseminating ideologies 
                                                
55. “[…] Although it was weak and covert, communism cultivated a revolutionary expectation that would result 
attractive to a small but combative segment composed of workers, peasants, and young people (2017a, 53).” 
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and negotiating with workers’ and peasants’ demands, and how this negotiation manifested itself 
visually.  
One of the first major labor unions that brought together various artists under organized 
labor was the Sindicato de Obreros Técnicos, Pintores y Escultores (SOTPE), founded on 
December 9, 1923, at a time when Álvaro Obregón’s government favored the unionization of 
workers and farmers (Azuela 1993). Artists increasingly saw themselves as workers and as allies 
of non-artistic labor. This is why Diego Rivera, a founding member, famously wore overalls 
when painting his murals. The union’s official outlet, El Machete, was launched on March in 
1924, and the SOTPE’s manifesto – published about a month later in the newspaper – expressed 
their aim of creating art that was didactic and imbued with political content. The editorial 
committee consisted of the three main artists involved in the newspaper: Xavier Guerrero, David 
Alfaro Siqueiros, and Diego Rivera (Lear 2017), as well as other well-known artists, such as 
muralist and cartoonist José Clemente Orozco (Lear 2017, Sousa 2014, Lear 2007, Azuela 1993, 
Ramírez-García 1989). Eventually, about a year after it was created, the SOTPE split because of 
tensions that arose regarding its stance toward the government. Generally speaking, the 
collaboration between artists and the regime was a pragmatic one that workers during the 
Revolution had learned could yield some results, given the magnitude of the working class and 
its susceptibility to government repression (Lear 2017). However, the State failed to defend 
Orozco’s and Siqueiros’s murals at the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria against damaging protests, 
and the new Education minister, Manuel Puig Cassauranc (1924-1928, 1930-1931), warned 
artists to stop their attacks on the government or else risk losing their mural contracts. These 
events intensified the union members’ attitude towards the government. The disagreement 
among SOTPE artist-workers resulted in a separation: Siqueiros and his followers, including 
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Orozco and Guerrero, refused to comply with the government’s requests, demanding artistic 
freedom of expression, while Rivera and his supporters were willing to compromise and Rivera 
even resigning from the PCM which he had joined in 1922, a move that in turn allowed Rivera to 
establish a position as a sanctioned artist during Calles’ administration (1924-1928) (Azuela 
1993).56 The late 1920s and early 1930s was a time when the government also banned the PCM, 
destroyed trade unions, stopped agrarian reform, and stimulated foreign investment, and Rivera’s 
continued closeness with the regime – even when he returned from the United States in 1933 – 
partly caused him to be increasingly isolated from other Mexican artists (Caplow 2007, Wechsler 
2006). When the SOTPE split in 1925, due to what were probably financial problems, El 
Machete was not published for six weeks. Eventually, the PCM adopted El Machete and 
published the 36th issue on May 10, 1925, as the official organ of the Party. The PCM continued 
to publish the newspaper until 1938, when the newspaper ceases to exist. 
The PCM was founded in 1919, and dissolved in 1981, but was succeeded by similar far-
left political efforts whose height was reached during the 2018 presidential elections when 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador won. Global communism was consolidated with the Third 
Communist International (Comintern) in March 1919 in Moscow. As Daniela Spenser (2011, 
1999) has extensively shown, Bolshevik agents intervened in Mexico starting in 1919 to ride the 
opportunities opened by the Mexican Revolution to construct a communist movement associated 
with the Third International. Although Latin America was not at first considered within the 
revolutionary scope of the Bolsheviks’s revolution, it did figure in Lenin’s program since it was 
a region politically awake in the face of U.S. imperialism. It was fertile ground in terms of 
                                                
56. Rivera joined the PCM in 1922, then resigned in 1925 due to his supposed inability to paint and work. He 
returned in 1926, was expelled in 1929, and was finally readmitted in 1954 (Smith 2017). 
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spreading communist ideas, organizing a communist party, and adhering the party to the Third 
International. Thus, Mexican communism was born. It had its beginnings with the First National 
Socialist Congress, carried out in Mexico City in August and September 1919 by the Socialist 
Party of Mexico. A little after the Congress took place, Lenin sent Mikhail Borodin to the U.S. 
and Mexico – as he had done with other agents in Germany and Great Britain – to initiate a 
diplomatic relationship between the Mexican government and Soviet Russia, as well as to look 
into the possibility of founding a communist party. Although the Congress did not propose 
founding a communist party, it did set the stage. Later, in November of that year, the Socialist 
Party of Mexico changed its name to the Mexican Communist Party (PCM). It was further 
consolidated after the II Congreso Nacional del Partido Comunista took place in 1923. Spenser’s 
work represents an intervention to undo older scholarship that erroneously saw communist 
parties as thoroughly subservient to Moscow’s directives with little or no say of their own. 
Therefore, it is important to keep in mind the relative autonomy of the local artists associated 
with the PCM that I discuss in this work. Finally, although there were several unsuccessful PCM 
publications, El Machete represents the most consistent and effective (Sousa 2014, Márquez 
Fuentes and Rodríguez Araujo 1973). By studying the communist newspaper, one can make out 
the contours of the ecosystem made up by communism, Mexican graphic artists, and the 
Mexican State. 
The transition from muralism to the graphic arts disseminated through a periodical like El 
Machete was attractive to ideologically-committed political (graphic and mural) artists. 
According to James M. Wechsler (2006), members of the SOTPE realized that the murals in the 
government buildings in Mexico City could not reach a working-class audience the way that the 
graphic arts could, and therefore some muralists changed tactics in order to better disseminate 
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their Marxist ideology. According to John Ittmann (2006), “when pasted up in the streets the 
woodcuts of El Machete easily attracted a larger and more diverse audience than any patio mural 
inside a government building” (158). The graphic artists’ prints differed from the murals both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, as they penetrated parts of the social fabric in which the popular 
masses participated: the streets were a far more open and accessible space than were private 
buildings with large walls. If the murals can be seen as an ideological vehicle to disseminate the 
muralists’ Marxist thought – embedded within a specific interpretation of Mexican history – then 
the graphic arts can be thought of as a more successful enterprise at disseminating a similar 
viewpoint. As Lyle W. Williams (2006) argues, the revival of lithography in the 1930s was in 
part due to the involvement of the three big muralists, as both Orozco and Rivera used several of 
their lithographs to create a continuum between the architecture of the spaces where their murals 
were painted, and the prints functioning as surrogates for the murals. The graphic arts through its 
mobile mediums entailed a capacity to reach a far more diverse and numerous audience. 
Although El Machete’s size constantly changed throughout its 14-year lifespan – 
decreasing considerably in size when it was outlawed during the maximato (1929-1934) and to 
save money – it was printed during its first year of publication in oversized pages measuring 
about 17.5” by 25.5”.57 The increased visibility of El Machete offered a place for activist artists 
to publish their works with a considerable audience guaranteed, and this wider dissemination of 
the artists’ attacks on the State prompted the government to cancel some of the mural contracts, 
                                                
57. By May 1st, 1925 – ten days before the PCM takes over the newspaper – the size of the newspaper had decreased 
slightly to about 15 ¾” by 23”. In March, 1927, it increases again for a couple bi-weekly issues to its original larger 
size, and back to its slightly reduced size. During the period in which it was outlawed, when it was called El 
Machete Ilegal (1929-1934), it is printed in a much smaller size measuring about 11.5” by 15 ¾”. Over the 
following months, it slowly increases again. By February 9, 1935, it increases to 12 ¾” by 18.5”, and then 
immediately to 17.5” by 23”. The measurements are estimates due to the nature of personal appraisal, in this case on 
behalf of the author of this chapter.   
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which in turn caused the SOTPE’s foundering (Ittmann 2006). The government realized that a 
wider and more varied audience meant a diminished control of the content it could manipulate, 
and this sense of loss of filtering power triggered its temporarily revoking some muralists’ 
works, even if they would continue to paint murals for decades to come. The canceling of the 
contracts also suggests the illusion of artistic freedom, but at the surge of criticism, the federal 
administration decided that its oversight was too loose.  
El Machete is a newspaper whose graphics have been analyzed in isolation and as part of 
a larger narrative that includes other types of cultural productions, but rarely as a cultural object 
in itself.58 Recently, John Lear includes a chapter in his significant book, Picturing the 
Proletariat: Artists and Labor in Revolutionary Mexico, 1908-1940 (2017). In it, Lear argues 
that, during its first year, El Machete developed a visual narrative by which the newspaper’s 
graphic artists represented the working class as the exploited prey of capitalism, the post-
Revolutionary elite class, and the leaders of the official labor organizations. According to Lear, 
the visual representation of workers in the early part of de 1920s hinged on three factors 
connected to El Machete: the rediscovery of printmaking and Posada, the avant-garde influence 
of the estridentista movement, and the round of murals by Rivera at the new Secretaría de 
Educación Pública building and by Orozco at the Escuela Nacional Preparatoria. During its first 
year, the newspaper drew from a range of liberal, populist, and radical traditions.  
In what follows, I create parallels between the type of Manichean rhetoric present in 
El Machete between 1925 and 1927, on the one hand, and 1930s Mexican populism on the 
                                                
58. I have been able to locate the following essays: Ramírez-García (1989), Azuela (1993), Lear (2007), Sousa 
(2014), and da Silva Sousa (2014). There is a licenciatura-level thesis from the UNAM (Hernández Pérez 2003), a 
book on Julio Antonio Mella in El Machete by Raquel Tibol (1968), and most recently a chapter in John Lear’s 
Picturing the Proletariat: Artists and Labor in Revolutionary Mexico, 1908-1940 (2017). 
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other, as a way of suggesting that El Machete graphic artists prefigured an important 
component in the successful populist rhetoric that would propel Lázaro Cárdenas into the 
presidency. I do this by exploring theorizations on populism. In light of a populist resurgence 
during the last three decades in Latin America in the form of Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez and 
his successor Nicolas Maduro, Bolivia’s Evo Morales, and most recently Mexico’s Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador (2018-2024), Latin American populism continues to enjoy the 
theoretical scrutiny it gained with said resurrection. More broadly, global populism has been 
seen as forms of sociological mobilization (Germani 1971, 1978), top-down social 
movements (di Tella 1973, Ianni 1973), as a historical phase to capitalist dependency or to 
modernity (Germani 1978, Ianni 1975, Malloy 1977, O’Donnell 1973, Vilas 1992-93), or a 
political style suggesting a link between political leaders and their followers (Conniff 2012, 
Knight 1998), to name only a few.59 Given the many approaches to global populism, 
Francisco Panizza (2005), has divided them into three categories: empirical generalizations – 
looking at supposed cases of populism and extracting a set of definitional aspects –; 
historicist accounts – linking populism to a particular historical era –; and symptomatic 
readings – incorporating empiricist and historicist approaches, and justifying this inclusion 
based on the term’s analytical core, which includes the constitution of the people as a 
political actor. This last approach focuses on populism as an anti-status quo discourse that 
divides society between the people, or the underdogs, and their enemy that oppresses them, 
which can be presented in political or economic terms and designated “the oligarchy,” “the 
politicians,” or a major ethnic or religious groups. Carlos de la Torre (2010) has placed this 
confrontation between the people and the oligarchy at the core of Latin American populism. 
                                                
59. For a more in-depth look at some of these different analyses of populism, see de la Torre (2010). 
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According to de la Torre, there are tensions between different democratic traditions, 
populism being one of these. Populist leaders have constructed politics as an ethical conflict 
between the marginalized population and the oligarchy. He’s not alone in placing the 
Manichaean discourse at the heart of Latin American populism, as it has been embraced by a 
number of serious scholars (Savage 2018, Rovira Kaltwassser et al. 2017, Hawkins 2010, 
Laclau 1977).60 I would like to focus on this class opposition as a main component of Latin 
American populism in order to suggest a continuation between the type of rhetoric that El 
Machete employed, and the one utilized a decade later by Mexico’s most successful populist 
leader in the twentieth century.  
According to Ruth Berins Collier and David Collier (2002), the epitome of the 
incorporation of the popular classes into the Mexican political system occurred during the 
cardenismo phase (1934-1940), a period that displayed the classical characteristics of 
populism: mobilization among the popular sectors, an alliance between the State and said 
sectors, reforms and concessions, and a schism among class lines. This division includes the 
oft-emphasized opposition between the lower sectors of society and the oligarchical class. 
The Manichaean rhetoric that Cárdenas employed was nationally-based and anti foreign-oil 
companies, and large domestic latifundistas (owners of large estates). This discourse was 
largely implemented when Cárdenas nationalized foreigners’ holdings by creating Petróleos 
Mexicanos (Pemex), as well as implementing widespread land reforms (Wolfe 2015). While 
there was a top-down process during cardenismo that resulted in nation- and State-building, 
there was also a bottom-up collaboration between Cárdenas and the labor movement that 
                                                




caused the break with Calles and later Cárdenas’s triumph in the struggle for power (Collier 
and Collier 2002). The “us” within this Manichaean formula was Cárdenas, the labor 
movement, and the peasants and poorer sectors of society that benefitted, or were supposed 
to benefit, from the nationalization of the oil and the land reform. The adversary was now 
also Calles, often associated with foreign and especially U.S. influence, and who was often 
targeted earlier in El Machete before, during, and after the maximato. It is a constant within 
populist discourses because it is a successful strategy in encouraging the audience to fully 
support one of the two groups pitted against each other. 
The same type of us-versus-them rhetoric was employed a decade earlier within the 
pages of El Machete. While the formula was the same as that used during the populist 
cardenismo period, the content was different. It was not yet primarily that of the nation 
versus foreigners and local latifundistas, as there was a different constellation of opponents 
within the current socio-political context. Grounded in Marxist and Communist thought with 
labor movements and unionization efforts as the main instruments of carrying out their 
platforms (Cárdenas did not openly embrace Communism), the newspaper outlined who the 
“us” amounted to based on articles, images, manifestoes, quotes, headlines, and the like. 
They underscored workers, peasants, the proletariat, autonomous unions, bakers, railroad 
workers, electricians, independent workers, leaders, agrarians, the Communist Party, the 
Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM), comrades, the exploited, and allied fighters. To 
highlight this, the newspaper began printing the line “Periódico obrero y campesino” on 
March 1925 in the masthead, replacing Graciela Amador’s poem that had been printed on the 
cover since the newspaper’s inception a year earlier: “El Machete sirve para cortar la caña, 
para abrir las veredas en los bosques umbríos, decapitar culebras, tronchar toda cizaña y 
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humillar la soberbia de los ricos impíos.”61 They placed emphasis on rallying support from 
the readers – the working class and unions, although the actual public was often the elite in 
Mexico City (Lear 2017) – and in creating a sense of a campesino identity tied to communist 
and Marxist ideologies. 
There is an additional dimension regarding the identity of the communists and whom 
they claimed to represent through the pages of El Machete, especially as it relates to 
theorizations on “the people.” Populism has been analyzed in relation to the formation of 
collective identities, a creation that is central to my dissertation. Ernesto Laclau has 
attempted to replace previous efforts to point the referent to a basic unity, with a social logic 
whose outcome is the construction of the political. In talking about a group denominated at 
different times as la multitud, las masas, or el pueblo,62 Laclau suggests seeing populism as 
one of the ways of constructing the identity of the group – one of its manifestations –, one 
whose unity can be further divided into units of social demands. El pueblo is not an 
ideological expression; rather, it is a real relation among social agents. This Bourdieusian 
way of breaking down what populism entails resonates with Mexico’s history, and 
particularly towards the beginning of the twentieth century during callismo and cardenismo, 
as the leaders of each presidency were attempting to obtain popular support by closing 
political divisions within the society and to incorporate those marginalized sectors by 
introducing legal reforms. They both relied on a direct style of appealing to the public 
through different means: clothing styles, music, and the mass media. And while the term 
                                                
61. “The Machete’s function is to cut the cane, reveal trails in the dark woods, behead serpents, cut off all darnel, and 
humiliate the arrogance of the impious rich.” 
 
62. “[…] the multitudes, the masses, or the people […]” 
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“populism” has been notoriously difficult to pin down, nonetheless one of the consistent 
factors within it remains the public that is being address by the populist leader, a group 
whose unity, as Laclau would put it in La razón populista (2005), would consist both of 
social demands as well as a logic comprised of social relations. Because of its social 
demands, the construction of el pueblo – now less a group than a unit of social demands – as 
a social actor hinged on its relationship with the State in a symbiotic correlation of 
subordination – what Laclau calls “equivalence” – and processes of autonomy – or 
“differentiality.” The populist reason, then, is the logic behind the construction of el pueblo. 
Populism has also often been analyzed as a phenomenon in terms of a political style that 
involves a rapport with the citizens that usually follows, though not necessarily, a period of 
crisis and mobilization (Conniff 2012, Knight 1998). The crises that catalyze populism can 
be explained through what Francisco Panizza (2005) calls “crises of representation,” which 
in turn open up the possibility of employing several modes of identification that aim to 
provide a means for representatives to accommodate and to incorporate the represented. 
According to Panizza, the represented are the people, the plebs, el vulgo: “that is, the lowest 
sectors of society” (14). Following this, we can say that the turbulent 1910s in Mexico 
opened up a period of crisis and mobilization through which the crises of representation 
presented several opportunities during the next few decades for several actors and sectors of 
the Mexican society to maneuver within.  
On the other hand, the “them” part of the Manichaean formula the El Machete 
employed – and against whom the communists and their represented fought – was identified 
as the Judas of the workers’ movement, Morones, Calles, the CROM, the CGT (all discussed 
in the PCM’s manifesto published on May 1, 1925), U.S./”yanqui” imperialism, foreign 
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capital which was “detrás de los fusiles de la rebelión y del puñado asesino de la iglesia 
Católica,”63 the clergy, the bourgeoisie, the bourgeois press, the treacherous leaders, fascism, 
the military dictatorship, and the threat of a new world war. One can consider the “opponent” 
aspect an empty signifier within the rhetoric employed by communists during this time and 
the Mexican populism of the 1930s, to the extent that said empty signifier would change 
based on the decade, but always in relation to the people: the obreros and campesinos. The 
diametrically-opposed themes of loyalty and betrayal were ubiquitous during and 
immediately after the Revolution: Victoriano Huerta turned against President Francisco I. 
Madero during the so-called decena trágica during which Huerta sent his men to murder 
Madero (Joseph and Buchenau 2013),64 and Huerta was later, after having become president 
in 1913, forced to flee to the U.S. where he died in custody; two major initially-friendly 
camps turned against each other as a result of the Revolutionary Convention of 
Aguascalientes of 1914, the Constitutionalists (Carranzistas and Obregonistas) and the 
Conventionists (Villistas and Zapatistas), where the latter voted to depose Carranza as their 
leader (Joseph and Buchenau 2013); Carranza was betrayed by Álvaro Obregón in 1920 and 
assassinated as a result of a revolt led by Obregón; the latter was assassinated under 
suspicious circumstances in 1928 after having won the presidency for a second consecutive 
term; and Obregón and Calles were behind Villa’s assassination in 1923 (Joseph and 
Buchenau 2013). Given these circumstances still fresh in the Mexicans’ collective memory, it 
is no wonder that the citizens were suspicious of purportedly revolutionary promises made by 
                                                
63. “[…] behind the firearms of the rebellion [seen as counterrevolutionary and carried out by latifundistas, the 
clergy, and the military dictatorship that attacked the Calles government in 1927] and of the murderous fistful of the 
Catholic church.” 
 
64. “[…] the tragic ten […]” 
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leaders, promises particularly relating to the 1917 Constitution’s most radical reforms such as 
land redistribution and labor laws. 
The PCM’s May 1, 1925 manifesto is worth looking at because it discusses a dominant 
concept during these years in the newspaper – betrayal, particularly on behalf of the local leaders 
(“Manifiesto del Partido Comunista de México” 1925, 1). Accusing their opponents of betrayal 
afforded the editors argumentative power. In said manifesto, the PCM revealed whom and why 
they see as the main obstacles towards the triumph of the workers’ and peasants’ program: the 
disloyal leaders, metonymically represented by Luis N. Morones, the founder of the regime-
allied CROM, and Calles. “Los laboristas están en el poder,” the PCM wrote, “El ‘compañero’ 
Morones está en el ministerio que controla la vida proletaria económica y social de nuestro país: 
Industria, Comercio y Trabajo. El ‘compañero’ Calles está en la presidencia. Según parece, 
nuestra clase tiene el ‘poder’ en el país. ¿Y con qué resultados?”65 Morones was often portrayed 
as a traitor, El Machete going so far as printing throughout the years the same satirical image 
portraying him as Judas (see fig. 2.1). Initially published on September 25, 1924, the unsigned 
print – attributed to José Clemente Orozco (Lear 2017) – shows Morones in an elegant tuxedo 
with the words “Judas Morones” written across his belly. He is wearing shiny rings on his 
fingers and is coaxingly embracing a stern worker. Morones’ hand around the worker resembles 
that of a monster’s. There is a line of bourgeois men in top hats behind them carrying daggers 
and looking menacing. The top-hatted men and Morones’s outfit reinforce the idea that 
capitalism and the bourgeoisie were communism’s main obstacles in carrying out the Party’s 
                                                
65. “The workers are in power. ‘Comrade’ Morones is in the ministry that controls the proletarian economic and 
social life in our country: Industry, Commerce and Jobs. ‘Comrade’ Calles is in the presidency. It seems as if our 




program. Despite the constant accusations of disloyalty, Morones never directly addressed the 
treachery in the introduction he wrote for his biography written in 1954 – but published almost 
fifteen years later by a friend and colleague (Ortiz Petricioli 1968). In it, he said only that he had 
detractors and that there were many “legends” built around him. 
 Similarly, Calles was increasingly seen as a traitor to the cause. Because Calles initially 
up until 1926 – immediately before the anti-clerical Cristero War (1926-1929) and his repressive 
maximato – employed a populist rhetoric in which he promised to implement Zapata’s agrarista 
project, which he ultimately failed to do (Buchenau 2010), one can consider Calles’ rhetoric as a 
transitional one between Obregón’s early populism (Knight 1998) and Cardénas’s full-blown 
version. Mexican communists, workers, peasants, and their respective organizations 
Figure 2.1. José Clemente Orozco. El Machete. March 
12-19, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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initially saw Calles as an ally, and for good reasons. Calles had been a general during the 
armed phase of the Revolution and the interior minister under President Álvaro Obregón. He 
initiated his presidential campaign at Zapata’s gravesite in Cuautla, Morelos, on April 10, 
1924, and the Mexican communists supported his candidacy. While he did not openly 
consider himself a communist, he nonetheless enforced the aspect of the Constitution’s 
article 27 that rendered anything under the country’s geographical confines the sole property 
of the Mexican state, particularly oil. This Petroleum Law put Mexico at odds with the U.S., 
as the latter feared that the law would be applied retroactively and that lands acquired by the 
U.S. before the 1917 Constitution would be confiscated by Mexico. Additionally, the Alien 
Land Law, also passed during Calles’s rule, restricted foreign proprietorship of agricultural 
estates (Joseph and Buchenau 2013). The two first years of his presidency, 1924-1926, were 
the most committed to social reform since the so-called Sonoran Alliance (de la Huerta, 
Obregón, and Calles being the most representative) came into power in 1920, and before 
Cárdenas became president in 1934. In fact, Calles’s reforms gained support from the 
organized labor’s official representatives and the agrarian sectors (Joseph and Buchenau 
2013). Given the U.S.’s stake in Mexico’s oil, the northern neighbor did not appreciate 
Calles’s oil intentions and as a result the U.S. Secretary of State, Frank B. Kellogg, delivered 
a threat against Mexico on June 12, 1925 in which he urged Mexico to return the properties 
illegally confiscated and to compensate U.S. citizens (Horn 1970). The note, which had been 
discussed with the U.S. ambassador and President Calvin Coolidge (1923-1929) and 
published openly in a newspaper, lambasted Mexico and proclaimed that the country was 
now “on trial before the world” (qtd. in Joseph and Buchenau 2013, 99). The Soviet Union’s 
opening an embassy in Mexico only made matters worse with regards to Mexico’s relations 
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with the U.S., as Mexico and the U.S.S.R. had established formal diplomatic relations by that 
time. Additionally, during this time, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico from 1924 to 1927 
during Coolidge’s presidency, James R. Sheffield, was particularly stern in his attitude 
towards Mexico, in addition to his dislike both of the Mexican government and the 
indigenous population (Horn 1970). However, until Kellogg’s public lambasting of Mexico, 
Sheffield had kept his growing dissatisfaction under wraps. Sheffield would go so far as to 
later labeling Calles a communist. Calles’s administration, therefore, appeared to be indeed 
as revolutionary as he had promised. The U.S.’s increasing wariness of Mexico would seem 
to depict Calles as a combatant of U.S. imperialism and capitalism.66 
However, the communists’ dislike of Calles at this point superseded what could have 
been brownie points for his apparent rivalry with the U.S. Why did the communists, via El 
Machete, still consider Calles and his group traitors? Before Kellog’s public denigration, the 
communists often painted Calles as beholden to the U.S.’s whims at the expense of the 
Mexican proletariat. On May 18, 1925 – before the rivalry between Mexico and the U.S. 
became public, but during Calles’s purported “progressive” stage – the newspaper published 
on its front cover the headline “Cínica Política de Calles, Colaborando con el Imperialismo 
Yanqui, es una Traición Definitiva Hacia los Anhelos Justificados de las Masas Obreras y 
Campesinas” (“Cínica Política de Calles” 1925, 1).67 On that same page, they published an 
image portraying Calles as a puppet and Uncle Sam as the puppet master (see fig. 2.2). 
                                                
66. It wasn’t until 1927 that Dwight Morrow, the new U.S. ambassador to Mexico, helped broker new and improved 
relations between Mexico and the U.S., their respective governments, and oil companies. Additionally, Mexico’s 
diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union would be severed on January 23, 1930 by President Emilio Portes Gil 
under pressure from the U.S., and the PCM would be declared illegal (Argenteri 2003). 
 
67. “Cynical politics of Calles, collaborating with Yanqui imperialism, is a definitive betrayal to the justified wishes 




Although the print was anonymous, José Clemente Orozco was publishing drawings for El 
Machete during this time up until the first few months of 1925. His style often focused on the 
bourgeoisie as the enemy of the people represented by different figures, such as Morones or 
capitalists or the U.S. In this case, it was the latter aided by Wall Street and its firearms. The 
phrase “I order you to shoot” is written on Uncle Sam’s right arm, which in turn is pinching 
Calles’s ear. Uncle Sam’s other hand bears the words “I will give you” and is pointing at 
some money bags. Calles, looking rather puppet-like, is in the middle of the drawing, with 
Figure 2.2. Anonymous. El Machete. May 18, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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his left hand resting on Uncle Sam’s shoulder and the words “I will be obedient” written on 
his arm. He has a protruding heart with the money symbol on it and two ribbons attached to it 
reading “Collaboration” and “of the classes,” respectively. The bottom of his shoe reads 
“Made in the U.S.” as it appears to hide a couple of faces labeled “spies.” Calles’s other hand 
is holding a gun and is pointing it at the proletariat to his right, which consists of a family  
marching and holding a banner and hammers and sickles. The phrase “Proletariat vanguard” 
is written on the man and what appears to be “dirty without fear” on the baby, which the man 
is carrying. Near the woman is the word “Mujeres” and on her chest is “comunistas.” The 
young boy walking beside them has the phrase “Communist youth” written on him. The 
family is carrying a banner that reads the traditional communist dictate “Peasants and 
workers of the world, unite.” The caricaturesque demeanor of Uncle Sam and Calles 
contrasts with the serious and determined outlook of the proletariat family’s, and the latter’s 
unity is denoted by the family component. The traditional family trope was employed, often 
with conservative undertones, in Mexico’ cultural productions throughout the rest of the 
twentieth century, across a variety of platforms like film, literature, and muralism. 
On June 4, 1925, still a week from Kellogg’s public admonition, El Machete 
published an unsigned image picturing Calles as subservient to the U.S. (see fig. 2.3).68 With 
the front-cover headline, “¡El Desarme es una Traición a los Campesinos!” (“¡El Desarme es 
una Traición…!” 1925, 1),69 the print contains a number of representative figures. On the 
                                                
68. There appears to be the initials “D.R.” towards the bottom left-hand quarter of the image, which would indicate 
“Diego Rivera.” 
 




right-hand side of the image, there is Uncle Sam looking menacing and stretching both his 
arms towards the rest of the characters. Written on his right arm is the phrase, “Te habla mi  
poderoso imperialismo,”70 as he extends it towards Morones and Calles, grabbing the latter 
by the hair, and his arm over a woman bearing the word “capitalismo.”71 On his left arm is 
                                                
70. “My powerful imperialism is speaking to you.”  
 
71. “Capitalism.” 
Figure 2.3. Anonymous. El Machete. June 4, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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the phrase “peligran mis intereses,”72 and he points it towards the woman. The woman’s arm 
bears the phrase “Te casarás conmigo” as she gently lays her small hand on his arm.73 On 
Uncle Sam’s left leg are the words “Tío Sam.”74 In front of him standing, in order, are the 
woman, Morones, Calles, and a couple of dark, mysterious, and menacing figures. Uncle 
Sam’s demeanor is nefarious, and his influence on the rest of the characters is far-reaching. 
His unusually long arm suggests something highly unhuman and inhumane about him that 
allows him to have a strong hold on the others. He is clearly the villain in the picture 
manipulating and exerting his monstrous influence. It is a stormy night and there are three 
lightning bolts striking the aforementioned characters, each bolt bearing the word 
“comunismo.”75 The lightning bolts as a symbol of a resistance ideology is reminiscent of a 
1945-1947 print by Leopoldo Méndez called “León de la Barra, ‘The White President,’ 
1911,” in which a group of bourgeois people gather outside underneath a large umbrella in 
the middle of a storm. The sky is filled with dark clouds and the lightning bolts are the 
bayonets of Revolutionary soldiers aiming their rifles at the bourgeois group down on the 
ground. Both Méndez’s and El Machete’s prints incorporate the idea of revolutionary social 
change as a brewing storm nudging and goading, even literally tormenting, the status quo. 
Back in the El Machete image, on the ground in front of Calles, Morones, the woman, and 
Uncle Sam are a campesino and an obrero sitting down being held down by a ball and chain 
                                                
 
72. “My interests are in danger.”  
 
73. Will you marry me? 
 
74. “Uncle Sam.” 
  




that have “4 siglos” written on it.76 The worker is holding a hammer and nearby on the 
ground is a sickle. The peasant holds a baby on his lap, who in turn apparently is writing the 
words “Lucha de clases” on an open notebook.77  
Even after it became known that Calles was standing up to the U.S. vis-à-vis the 
nationalization of oil, the communists still would not accept Calles as one of their own. Other 
aspects of U.S. imperialism, in addition to national factors, took precedence in the 
ideological hierarchy of the PCM and the Third International. The text directly underneath 
the image previously analyzed discusses the reasons the communists saw Calles’s 
administration as bound to U.S. imperialism. They mention the desarme (disarmament) of 
the peasants by the government, the breaking of strikes, the attack on independent 
organizations and unions, and the opening up of the railroad business to U.S. companies. All 
of these assaults occur, in the editors’ minds, because ambassador Sheffield ordered it so. In 
an issue published on June 22, 1925 – ten days after Kellog’s public letter – under the cover 
page headline “Hechos, No Palabras! Señor Calles,”78 El Machete published an open letter 
from the PCM to the president (“Carta abierta del Partido Comunista al Sr. Presidente 
Plutarco Elías Calles” 1925, 1). In the letter, they label Morones and Calles, along with the 
CROM and the CGT, the “Judas of the workers’ movement.” They argue that Calles was not 
capable of unifying and arming the working and peasant classes against yanqui imperialism, 
a task only achievable by a workers’ and peasants’ government. This is important because 
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the concept of unification would be employed constantly during these years with very 
specific connotations. Part of this unification process meant an armed approach to achieving 
the victory of the proletariat. In the open letter, the authors listed a litany of shameful acts on 
behalf of the Mexican government thus far: the ratification of the Lamont-De la Huerta treaty 
in 1922, which stipulated, among other things, that Mexico would begin payments on current 
interest on Mexican bonds to the U.S.’s International Committee of Bankers on Mexico 
(ICBM); the desarme of the peasants (more on this later); the privatization of the railroad, in 
part specified by the Lamont-De la Huerta treaty; the “collaboration of classes” as the upshot 
of governmental employees dominating the CROM; governmental attacks on autonomous 
unions; the legal assassination of Puebla peasants accused in the Evans case; the official 
declaration of the illegality of the Huasteca strike; the divisionism planted amongst the 
working classes by governmental agents, Morones, Moneda, among others; the virtual 
nullification of article 27 with the doctrine of “no retroactivity”; and the gratuitous attack 
against Tchitcherin and the proletarian Russian government. Before the communists could 
consider Calles an ally, he and his cabinet would have to satisfy most if not all the demands.  
Additionally, in that same June 22 open letter, the PCM alludes to a declaration 
Calles recently made and call him out on his “beautiful words” that might as well be carried 
away by the wind. The authors were able to recognize the breach between Calles’s rhetoric 
and his actions. They call on workers and peasants to not let themselves be fooled by his 
discourse and his “beautiful electoral promises.” By arguing that Calles was not capable of 
unifying and arming the workers and peasants against the yanquis, they simultaneously 
foreshadowed one of the opponents that would fill in the empty signifier during the 1930s, 
yanqui imperialism, although modified there as foreign oil U.S. companies. They write him 
114 
 
an open letter with instructions on how to bridge the gap between his actions and his words. 
They simultaneously demonstrate their awareness of how words could be and had been used 
to manipulate, particularly by aspiring politicians in order to get elected. They echoed 
Gómez’s opinion when he complained that the desarme was incompatible with Calles’s own 
declarations on the matter. The official regime also sought to cater to the masses, and 
particularly the impoverished, the working classes, and unions, in order to prevent the type of 
upheaval that led to the bloody civil war a decade earlier.  
One of the top priorities of the Mexican communists’ program during these years – 
one that upheld their disagreements with Calles since very early on, notwithstanding his brief 
confrontational attitude with the U.S. – was combatting the desarme of the agraristas, or 
disarmament of those that supported land reform. Starting in the year 1922, there were 
several radical peasant organizations formed in a number of Mexican states that were initially 
armed by the State itself. The first was the Liga de Comunidades Agrarias y Sindicatos 
Campesinos, created in December 1922, and led by Justino Chávez and Primo Tapia, a leader 
allied with the PCM. The Comintern initially eschewed the agrarian reform project, but it 
soon started noticing its influence and embracing the sympathizers’ sway through what Lenin 
termed the “united front” in order to unite campesinos, workers, and communists. Mexican 
communists then established alliances with several politicians and army generals through the 
1920s and 1930s, statesmen such as Felipe Carrillo Puerto, governor of Yucatán in 1922; 
Francisco J. Múgica, governor of Michoacán from 1920 to 1921; and Adalberto Tejeda, two-
time governor of Veracruz, from 1920 to 1924, and then again from 1928 to 1932. Some of 
these officials helped arm the campesinos, even if to a limited degree. Additionally, the PCM 
defended Obregón’s government from a military rebellion carried out by Adolfo de la Huerta 
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in late 1923 and early 1924, an event that resulted in the creation of an armed group of 
campesinos gathered by leader Úrsulo Galván called the the Liga de Comunidades Agrarias 
de Veracruz embryonically formed in March 1923. Moscow took notice of the relatively 
successful armed participation of the Mexican campesinos during the delahuertista rebellion, 
and Russian communists extolled them during a Peasant Conference in the U.S.S.R in March 
1925. The Comintern’s praise demonstrated how significant and potentially transcendental 
the rising in arms of the Mexican peasants was. The relative success of the peasants’ taking 
up in arms was also in part what led the Mexican state to increasingly adopt a policy of 
disarming the peasants, in order to prevent the type of upheaval the country had experienced 
a decade earlier (Jeifets and Reynoso Jaime, 2014). 
Resisting the desarme was a point the PCM strongly emphasized during its Second 
National Congress carried out in March 1923. This reunion took place five months before the 
Comintern’s Executive Council in Moscow sent a letter to the PCM detailing precisely that 
aim, thusly demonstrating a lack of complete dependence on Russian communism (Jeifets 
and Reynoso Jaime, 2014). By the time the PCM wrote its open letter to President Calles on 
June 22 1925, this effort was still top priority. The objective occupied the first item in the 
eight suggestions they gave the President in that letter. They tell Calles that the process of the 
desarme ought to desist immediately, as carrying it out would be tantamount to leaving the 
campesino vulnerable to a yanqui intervention or a reactionary revolt sanctioned by U.S. 
bankers. This desarme process began full-force in June of 1925, the same month Kellogg 
issued his threat against Mexico. And while the desarme was supposed to only apply to those 
groups of agraristas that did not utilize their firearms strictly to defend their own rights, 
disputes grew between the government and its military, on the one hand, and the agraristas, 
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on the other (Loyo Camacho 2003). The general secretary of the Partido Nacional Agrarista 
(PNA), Rodrigo Gómez, communicated to the Secretary of State, Gilberto Valenzuela, the 
incongruence between the politics of the desarme and Calles’s own public declarations that 
he would follow Obregón’s promise to follow article 10 of the Constitution, which in turn 
stated that the agraristas had a right to bear weapons. The dispute between the PNA and the 
Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) reached its height during the Primer Congreso de 
Campesinos del Estado de México, which excluded the agrarista leaders and was called by 
the CROM and Calles in favor of the presidential aspirations of Luis N. Morones (Díaz Soto 
y Gama 2002).  
The desarme effort rubbed Mexican communists in a particularly wrong way because 
they believed that at this early stage after the Revolution, diplomacy and democracy were 
still not stable systems in the country through which to carry out their projects. Their 
tendency towards violence was mainly activated to counter state violence, predominantly in 
rural areas. Since very early on – since at least January 1925 –, El Machete would report on 
incidents where agraristas and campesinos were killed as a result of disputes over land or in 
relation to federal forces. In the January 8 to 15, 1925 issue, the editors point to the 
assassination of two agraristas by federal troops in Naranja, Michoacán (“En Naranja, Mich., 
un camarada agrarista fue fusilado […]” 1925, 1). The article points out that the soldiers 
were under the command of President Calles, and while the journalistic note asks rhetorical 
and accusatory questions to the Commander-in-Chief about why it hasn’t responded to a 
telegram sent to him by the PCM (and signed by the PCM’s National Secretary and later that 
year director of El Machete, Rafael Carrillo), and about whether the crimes committed would 
remain unpunished, it gives him a chance to still do the right thing by the peasants’ eyes and 
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fulfill his promises to them. Throughout the year, the desarme was a topic that often took the 
front headlines. Later that year, in the September 3, 1925 issue, the communist newspaper 
published the front-page caption “¡Abajo el desarme!” (“¡Abajo el desarme!” 1925, 1),79 
followed by a photograph of campesino bodies surrounded by men and an accompanying 
note describing the murders. The article indicates that the peasants were assassinated by 
“uniformed hitmen” and by “murderous terratenientes,” followed by comments about 
Calles’s betrayal to the worker and peasant classes. It ends by urging all comrade campesinos 
to resist the desarme and to not give up their arms in order to better defend their land and 
their lives. Once again, the PCM’s official outlet paints former-comrade Calles as a traitor in 
collusion with landowners. By highlighting the murdered bodies, the editors stress the idea 
that only by rising up in arms will state violence against campesinos stop. 
  A couple of years after the desarme procedure officially began, the issue of defending the 
peasant sector and their agrarian reform was still a concern highlighted by the PCM and its 
official newspaper. On September 24, 1927, El Machete published an issue urging a violent 
response to peasant assassinations. The issue ran the headline “¡Otros cinco campesinos 
asesinados por los hacendados y la justicia burguesa ni siquiera apunta los nombres!” (“¡Otros 
cinco campesinos asesinados […]!” 1927, 1).80 A small note directly underneath the headline, 
titled “Hay que Contestar a la Violencia con la Violencia,”81 briefly described the assassination 
by their landowner of five peasants, which were in turn identified by name. The message relies 
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on information provided by the Liga Nacional Campesina on the murders which occurred in 
Huejutla, Hidalgo. The article concludes by urging the readership to consider that if they don’t 
want for the reaction to become stronger and for the peasant masses to become demoralized due 
to a lack of federal help, then it is urgent for the campesinado to be armed. The sentence 
included a verb conjugated in the passive mood, denoting a lack of source of arms. The tone of 
the piece is not one that places direct fault on the federal government, as it observes that there is 
a lack of action by the justice system and the central government. At best, it blames these 
agencies’ passivity in the subject matter. 
The notion of arming peasants and resisting by means of violence was a major 
component of El Machete’s and its communists’ rhetoric. On May 1, 1927, the newspaper 
published a large print by Xavier Guerrero – founder of El Machete and the now-defunct SOTPE 
– with the headline “¡Frente único contra la reacción!” in red letters (“¡Frente único contra la 
reacción!” 1927, 1) (see fig. 2.4).82 The image and accompanying text synthesize key motifs El 
Machete employed. Guerrero’s print incorporated the trinity composed of a soldier, a worker, 
and a peasant – a triad that was employed a few years earlier by Siqueiros in a woodblock print 




                                                






Figure 2.4. Xavier Guerrero. El Machete. May 1, 1927. Author’s photograph.  
Figure 2.5. David Alfaro Siqueiros. “Somos hermanos.” El Machete. 1924. 
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In Siqueiros’s 1924 image, we see the same trilogy, but the revolutionary soldier is in the 
middle of the other three figures. According to John Lear (2017), this spatial preference 
could be interpreted as either a centralized leadership based in Mexico City or perhaps even 
the government itself. In 1924 – more so than in 1927 – there were still inklings that the 
government was as revolutionary as the 1917 Constitution. Lear discusses how organized 
trinities were familiar religious symbols that any Mexican audience in 1924 could access, and 
that these images had been secularized and imposed to class struggle. In Siqueiros’s 
illustration, the three figures are interlocking arms with a mass of comrades directly behind 
them. There is a strong sense of unity, an imperative the communists often invoked, as the 
mass of people harmoniously and uniformly marches forth. All three sectors must work 
together in order to accomplish the ideological goals set forth by the communists’ agenda. 
The graphic artwork is accompanied on the left side by the phrase “Los tres somos víctimas,” 
and on the right side by “Los tres somos hermanos.”83 In Guerrero’s 1927 trinity, on the other 
hand, the worker visually takes center stage, thus emphasizing the chief role that laborers 
ought to take in the class struggle. All three men wield firearms and cartridge belts, 
underscoring the primary violent method by which to carry out the united front’s objectives. 
There is no mass of people behind them, and it is only the worker that holds out his arm over 
the peasant in solidarity, giving the appearance that he is injured and struggling to walk 
because they have just been in battle. But the worker’s arm around the peasant also excludes 
the soldier, as the latter walks beside them but does not directly engaging either. Both the 
peasant and the worker look up and ahead with their eyes visible to the reader, yet the 
                                                




soldier’s are apparently looking down and obscured by his hat. The visual focus is on the first 
two, and the soldier is spatially subservient. The hammer and sickle the worker and peasant 
carry, respectively, links the armed struggle directly to communism and the PCM, whose 
Fifth Congress had taken place on April 24 of that same year.  
The May 1, 1927 front cover that included Guerrero’s trinity also contained a letter 
written from the Fifth Congress about the country’s state of affairs, and this letter revealed 
the PCM’s priorities at that time. The missive, directed at the campesinos and obreros of the 
country, enclosed four main conflicts that since 1910 had threatened the prospects of peace 
and that portended a new civil war: the antagonism between the “small governing 
bourgeoisie” [the current Calles and purportedly “revolutionary” government] and the rest of 
the “feudal state”; the antagonism between the small bourgeoisie and the economic 
hegemony of foreign capital; the antagonism between national capital and foreign capital, on 
the one hand, and the workers and peasants, on the other; and the rivalry between the central 
government and some of the local states’ governments. This list of worries evinces the 
communists’ views about which forces they ought to back up in order to establish a peasant 
and worker regime. First, they saw a schism between different parts of the government as a 
whole. Obregón and his followers, towards the beginning of Calles’s presidency, were seen 
as oppositional forces to the jefe máximo: Calles. Over the next few years, Calles wavered on 
whether to consider Obregón an ally, seeing him at times as a possible successor, but the 
increasing crises such as the Cristero rebellion led Calles to eventually back Obregón’s 
presidential candidacy.84 In addition, there was the possible Calles-backed candidacy of 
                                                
84. In Mexico, the term dedazo has been used to refer to the system whereby presidential succession has been 
determined not by clean democratic elections, but by a sitting president choosing his own successor. From 1929 up 
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Morones, who gave the President access to organized labor through the CROM, but whom 
the communists considered a rival.  
Finally, there were the “reactionary elements.” La reacción,85 as El Machete often 
called it, was composed of clerics, Catholics, latifundistas, and original Revolutionary 
factions that were trying to incorporate re-electionism and were now against Calles and 
Obregón. Part of la reacción were high-ranging military officials such as Arnulfo R. Gómez, 
who had fought in favor of Francisco I. Madero in 1911 and was now in opposition to 
Obregón, and General Héctor Ignacio Almada, who led a failed mutiny attempt on October 2, 
1927 against Calles and Obregón (Marley 2008). Gómez and Francisco R. Serrano – at one 
point the undersecretary of Obregón – launched their own independent presidential bids in 
1927 in order to undermine Obregón’s, and were later in that same year sentenced to death 
and killed by the government. According to Jürgen Buchenau, these sorts of crackdowns 
were “the most visible instance[s] of a nationwide crackdown on Obregón opponents” 
(Buchenau 2007, 140). In the face of such a rupture – with the added component of the 
influence of foreign U.S. capital and imperialism – the communists were forced to consider 
the traitor Calles as the only viable option to back at the time. They call on its readership to 
defend the interests of the worker and peasant class, interests that consisted in “la alianza de 
toda la clase proletaria con la pequeña burguesía, a fin de defender al gobierno actual contra 
los ataques de la reacción y contra la amenaza de una intervención americana” (“¡Frente 
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único contra la reacción!” 1927, 1, my emphases).86 The PCM also called on all its members, 
organizations that were independent and opposed to the CROM, members of the Liga 
Nacional Campesina (LNC), members of the Partido Nacional Agrarista (PNA), the peasant 
and worker members of the CROM itself and the Partido Laborista Mexicano (PLM), and all 
the proletariat in general, to form “un frente único, hacia un bloque obrero y campesino, 
formando alrededor del gobierno de Calles una muralla de defensa contra la reacción” 
(“¡Frente único contra la reacción!” 1927, 1, my emphases). Astonishingly, the Calles so 
often portrayed as a traitor and as a U.S. puppet was now the preferred ally. In the face of so 
many new threats, and in a world where the worker and peasant class had gained so much 
influence – such as in Russia and China –, workers and peasants ought to unite and fight for 
the communist common cause. 
By late 1927, more victories were claimed by El Machete’s communists in their armed 
struggle to defend the peasants’ and workers’ rights. By this time, the Cristero War was well 
underway, and the potential triumph of the peasants’ platform was still cast in terms of an armed 
defense. The October 15, 1927 issue (“Está ya liquidado el levantamiento reaccionario” 1927, 1) 
ran a headline claiming that the reactionary movement had been terminated. That issue published 
another print by Xavier Guerrero (see fig. 2.6). The image was that of an armed peasant, 
complete with a couple cartridge belts running across his chest and a rifle which he holds with 
both hands. Interestingly, he holds the rifle not in a position to fire, but perpendicular to him, by 
the stock and the barrel, as if to say that he’s always ready to use his firearm. The caption read, 
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“El armamento del proletariado dejará inerme a la reacción.”87 Arming the peasants was now a 
mechanism utilized to defend the proletariat not only from federal forces, but also from the 
reaction which was a common enemy between the communists and the government. 
 
 
On the one hand, they loathed the current government. But on the other, they preferred the latter 
to reactionary forces who were partial to the cristeros and which included latifundistas. 
Communists still had hopes for the government, as long as it sympathized and was part of the 
workers’ and peasants’ cause. After all, they often called on a workers’ and peasants’ 
government. However, in a couple years, the maximato would begin and with it an increased 
censorship of any criticism anyone had of the government. El Machete would be banned for six 
                                                
87. “The arms of the proletariat will leave the reaction defenseless.” 
Figure 2.6. Xavier Guerrero. El Machete. October 15, 1927. Author’s photograph 
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years starting in 1929, a period during which the communist newspaper would continue to 
covertly publish issues under the name of El Machete Ilegal.  
Being armed as a way of defending the interests of peasants and communists was only 
part of the larger Communist Party’s platform as presented through El Machete, an outlet that 
was itself pictured as the main tool in carrying out the proletariat emancipation and its social 
revolution. While El Machete urged an armed defense against its adversaries, the communist 
newspaper also depicted itself as a metaphorical weapon to be used by its readership. In an 
image published in one of its March 1927 issues, a peasant and a worker forge a machete, an 
instrument that could be either a tool in the daily work of the peasant or a weapon (see fig. 2.7). 
Indeed, these dual associations are imbued within the pages of the communist newspaper. In the 
image, there is a quote by Lenin followed by the caption “El proletariado forja su arma.”88 The 
two men use hammers, and these together with the sickle on the floor constitute the traditional 
communists’ symbols. Let us return to a couple years in El Machete’s history, where at the 
bottom of the PCM’s May 1925 manifesto page, the editors state: “Camarada trabajador: si tú 
lees la prensa burguesa, nos traicionas; si ayudas ésta, salvas tu propia causa.”89 In other words, 
another way of emancipating the proletariat was by buying and reading El Machete. Conversely, 
by reading the press which was not strictly allied to the Communist Party, like Excelsior and El 
Universal, then you (the reader, comrade worker, and peasant) would be betraying the 
communist cause. It is important to note that the directive to not only read but buy El Machete 
was one based on ideology as well as pragmatism. El Machete was the PCM’s best bet in 
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Although it was continuously under threat of disappearing due to its combative nature, it was still 
relatively widely disseminated. Urging readers to continue reading, paying, and following their 
Figure 2.7. Anonymous. El Machete. March 2nd fortnight, 1927. Author’s photograph. 
127 
 
commitment to pay was also a practical feat in that the newspaper needed funds to continue 
existing. By February 1925, it stated that it was already the second time that year it had to cancel 
an issue due to lack of funding. In an article published on February 19-26, 1925, simply titled 
“¡Trabajadores!” (“¡Trabajadores!” 1925, 3), the editors remind the readers what the newspaper 
had offered the Mexican proletariat thus far: it had forced the government to offer restitution to 
the peasants of Naranja, and it had defended bakers, railroad workers, the oil unions from the 
corrupt CROM leaders, and some CROM unions from those same leaders’ divisionism. Yet, the 
editors claimed, the newspaper was dying due to a lack of financial support, and because of their 
opposition to capitalism, they would not accept advertisements or governmental subsidies. Not 
paying for El Machete was to weaken the revolutionary fight. Equally, paying for your 
subscription made you a good communist and allowed for the continuing publication of the 
Party’s official Mexican outlet. Two related goals were increasing the print run to 10,000 issues 
and making the newspaper weekly instead of biweekly. By September 1927, the newspaper still 
had not reached its desired print run it had set since January 1925.  
A photograph by Tina Modotti titled “Campesinos leyendo el semanario El Machete,” 
from around 1928, reveals a few things about circulation and consumption practices regarding 
the communist newspaper (see fig. 2.8). The picture depicts a group of five campesinos 
collectively reading the cover page of the paper with the headline “¡Toda la tierra, no pedazos de 
tierra!”90 and an illustration by Leopoldo Méndez. Whereas a large number of the murals were 
ideally meant for the popular masses yet were secluded in exclusive governmental buildings, the 
conceptual underpinnings of the newspaper’s content were literally circulating through the 
streets and into the campesinos’ hands and homes. Its capacity to penetrate different types of 
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spaces and its powerful mobility across and within a variety of spaces bestow it an audience 
quite more heterogeneous than the murals had at the time. The image also demonstrates that 
another component of the communists’ urging its potential readership to buy the paper was the 
fact that the issues circulated from hand to hand. In other words, one purchased issue could be 
read by more people than the buyer. While its dissemination was desirable, the newspaper’s 
survival depended on financial contributions. The picture has the possibility of being staged, and 
one imagines Modotti interacting with the subjects/objects in order to obtain the desired postures, 
angles, etc. The effects produced by this photograph are also especially striking taking into 
account the dynamic interplay between the high percentage rate of illiteracy in the country and 




the crusade on behalf of the Ministry of Public Education (SEP) at the hands of José Vasconcelos 
taking place during the beginning of the 1920s in order to push a variety of educational reforms. 
As Deborah Caplow (2007) has shown, the fact that the cover of El Machete in “Campesinos 
reading El Machete” portrays “Zapata” – a print created by Méndez – represents the only 
available evidence we have that Méndez contributed his prints to El Machete. This print was 
from a 1928 edition of Zapata exaltación, a 1927 pamphlet published by Germán List Arzubide 
that was popular enough to run through four editions by 1936. Arzubide was one of the founding 
members of the Estridentismo movement, whose members were strong advocates of social 
reform and which, according to Samuel Brunk, led Arzubide to believe that the Revolution 
should do justice to the cause of Zapata. The portrayal of Zapata by Méndez and his illustrations 
in general for Zapata exaltación and for Horizonte depict the everyday social and class struggles 
of the masses during and after the Revolution, and this depiction took place during a crucial time 
period in Méndez’s career in which he moved more into political themes. “Zapata” being shared 
by Zapata exaltación and El Machete lent itself to associations with social and popular demands. 
As the running title on the newspaper of “Campesinos reading El Machete” shows, the issue of 
land distribution still played a large role in the popular Mexican imaginary. 
The survival of El Machete sometimes trumped other comrades’ duties. In a January 
8-15 issue of 1925, the editors ask, “Are you a communist?” (“¿Tú Eres Comunista?” 1925, 
3). Their answer was not someone who merely sympathizes with communism, nor someone 
who wishes to see a workers’ and peasants’ government in power, nor even someone who 
reads El Machete or attends Lenin’s death anniversary. It is not enough to have mere 
enthusiasm, produce lyricisms, or shout. Rather, one must be a paying member of the Party, 
and in this way, demonstrate your willingness to work hard and dedicate many years of 
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serious, systematic, and constant organization. The note was signed by the Committee for the 
Pro-Construction of the Communist Party. As was the case with the newspaper itself, one of 
the Party’s survival tactics was to urge members to pay their dues, since the existence of such 
subversive and relatively autonomous organization hinged on economic stability. It is 
interesting to note here the conflicting prioritizing of obligations the note produces, since El 
Machete’s own subsistence depended on readers not only reading, but paying for issues as 
well. Ironically, even communism’s cultural productions and official organizations in Mexico 
were couched within capitalism’s demands. However, since the communist newspaper was 
the official organ of the PCM, being a dues-paying member of the latter took precedence 
over being a paying reader of the former. The note’s argument supposes a mutual exclusivity 
where if you must choose a route to demonstrate you are a genuine communist, it ought to be 
as an official member of the Party. While there is no concrete evidence to demonstrate the 
note’s logic, it could be due to the PCM’s being only a few years old in combination with the 
Third International’s urging. Indeed, El Machete struggled financially throughout its 
fourteen-year life. When the SOTPE was disbanded, El Machete disappeared for six weeks in 
the middle of March 1925, due to financial problems (Lear 2017). It was only because the 
PCM offered to take the newspaper up and support it economically that it was able to 
continue publishing its issues, although this was an unsurprising move as the paper was 
already printing articles with a communist bend. El Machete suffered numerous financial 
troubles during its illegal period (1929-1934). It was published from a small printing house 
named La Aurora,91 a gift by German workers to the Mexican communists. Throughout this 
                                                




banned phase, it would publish 124 biweekly editions where it would occasionally ask its 
readership to either donate money or buy related literature from them. In a rhetorical practice 
reminiscent of one employed almost a decade earlier, the Party would tell its members 
through an El Machete December 1933 issue that they did not deserve to be called 
revolutionaries or communists if they did not support El Machete (Argenteri 2003). The 
urgency of ensuring the paper’s survival seemed ever more present during the illegal period, 
as both the newspaper and the PCM were declared illegal. Government repression was on the 
rise, and communists like José Guadalupe Rodríguez, peasant leader in Durango, were 
assassinated regularly. 
Other instruments and duties of the proletariat, according to El Machete, included 
joining the PCM, being correspondents for the newspaper, appearing at symbolic 
anniversaries such as the death of Lenin and the Russian Revolution, boycotting U.S. 
products, buying El Machete bonds, arming themselves, responding to violence with 
violence, and attending the strikes and protests invoked by the communist outlet.  
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On the page where the May 1, 1925 manifesto was printed, the communist newspaper 
reproduced an anonymous woodblock print that read “Viva el frente único proletariado,”92 
along with a star centered at the top, a scythe underneath, a hammer, and a solidarity fist 




                                                
92. “Long live the unified proletarian front.” 
Figure 2.9. Anonymous. El Machete. May 1, 1925. Author’s photograph. 
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The image lends a strong visual component that compliments the manifesto. The latter 
spelled out who the rival traitors were – Calles, Morones, and associated actors –, while the 
image created a unifying design that evoked a sensation of solidarity. The frente único 
concept was one that would be invoked repeatedly throughout these few years.93 It was a 
Leninist notion that the PCM agreed to follow during the 1st Congress of the PCM, in turn 
carried out towards the end of 1921. It entailed constructing a proletarian revolution by 
incorporating the campesinado, workers, and communists. El Machete added “Proletarios de 
todos los países, uníos” in the same issue it added that it was a workers’ and peasants’ 
newspaper in March 1925. The unity notion was the lynchpin that would embody the 
rhetorical stratagem used to rally support from readers and sympathizers alike. It was a 
unifying call not unlike the one used, mutatis mutandis, in the 1940s during Ávila Camacho’s 
presidency in promoting national unity that would contribute to moving the nation further to 
the right (Joseph and Buchenau 2013). Here, a variety of sectors and groups were supposed 
to join this frente único in the name of defeating a common enemy that was la reacción and 
U.S. imperialism. It was a way of pitying two heterogeneous groups against each other, and 
rallying support for the communists’ cause.  El Machete would call on organized union, 
worker, and peasant unity, on CROM workers to unite against their leaders, on unity with the 
Soviet Union, as well as to support foreign comrades in danger of being executed. For 
instance, throughout 1926 and 1927, the communist outlet would consistently publish notes 
in support of the Italian-born American anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti. 
The latter two were convicted in 1920 in Massachusetts of murdering a guard and of armed 
robbery, and were electrocuted seven years later in 1927. Later, in August of 1935, there was 
                                                
93. “[…] united front […]” 
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another call for the unity of a popular front in the face of a growing Nazi threat in Europe. 
Announced during the Seventh World Congress of the Communist International in Moscow, 
the tactical move called for all sectors to unite, including intellectuals, liberals, and socialists 
earlier denounced as “social fascists,” against this developing enemy (Wechsler 2006). 
Unity was especially communicated graphically on the newspaper’s front covers. On 
June 3, 1926, El Machete published an image depicting a group of women, children, workers, 
and peasants holding up a red banner that read “Obreros y campesinos del mundo uníos!” 
(see fig. 2.10).94  
                                                
94. “Workers and peasants of the world, unite!” 
Figure 2.10. Anonymous. El Machete. June 3, 1926. Author’s photograph. 
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There is a red five-point star above the banner, as if guiding the communist way to achieving 
the goal expressed in the sign. A child at the front of the crowd holds up a white triangular 
flag, reminiscent of the universal symbol for surrendering during times of war. There are 
three men in the print. Two of them, one worker and one peasant, are each holding with one 
hand the two poles that together hold up the banner. Each person’s other hand is holding a 
hammer and a scythe, respectively, as they cross them to form the communist symbol. The 
third man, a worker and the tallest person in the gathering, spatially occupies the center of the 
image. His clothes are the only ones that are shaded in, making him stand out from the rest of 
the people. It is worth noting that it is the worker in the center of this triad and, unlike in 
Siqueiros’s and Guerrero’s trinities during these years, the typical soldier is missing. Instead, 
another worker takes his place. The State is absent in this scenario and in its place a worker 
and peasant unit is marching towards their goal of establishing a proletariat government. The 
worker’s centrality is highlighted by the fact that there are two workers, and only one 
peasant. Additionally, the raised hands of the three men contrast starkly with Guerrero’s 
trinity, whose worker, peasant, and soldier all bear arms and cartridge belts. The worker and 
the peasant in the current image holding up the banner do not have any weapons, other than 
the hammer and scythe which could or could not be used as weapons. That both of the center 
worker’s hands are empty-handed, open-palmed, and raised straight in the air is significant 
because it contradicts the call to arms by the PCM during these years. Here, instead, the 
central worker raises his arms in surrender and reconciliation to show that he holds no 
weapons. Indeed, he does not even participate in the typical holding of the hammer and the 
scythe. He is leading the entire multitude and is the center of attention of the image-reader 
and, presumably, the people they are marching towards. The women, children, and babies 
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present denote families. The proletariat entity as a whole, seen as a family unit, portrays the 
proletariat as a victim rather than an active and aggressive agent of its destiny. It is in defense 
mode, surrendering but at the same time communicating solidarity.  
On the other hand, the absence of families in an image with peasants and workers 
translated into an aggressive, offense-based positioning vis-à-vis the bourgeois and capitalist 
State. Every image I have analyzed thus far that contains peasants and workers wielding 
weapons includes only men. On July 16, 1927, El Machete published an image at first glance 
aesthetically similar to the previously one discussed. The print (see fig. 2.11), by Xavier 
Guerrero, contains six men holding up a red banner that reads “Frente único proletario!”95 
                                                
95. “United proletarian front!” 
Figure 2.11. Xavier Guerrero. El Machete. July 16, 1927. Author’s photograph. 
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The rising/setting sun behind them irradiates (enlightens?) redness unto the upper fifth part of 
the image and, presumably, unto the entire world. Like the image published about a year 
previously, the proletarian men hold up a banner in the way that protesters would do at a 
strike or protest. Unity is represented by the message on the banner and the communist 
symbols: red, and the hammer and scythe. Unlike the previous image, it is only men that 
march, thusly excluding any family tropes. All six men carry hammers and scythes, each 
person alternating between the two tools in their hands, and each “couple” alternating 
between a peasant and a worker. There are no empty hands here. And although every hand is 
raised, they’re spread apart wider than the more pacific ones raised straight up in the previous 
print. Here, the men hold a stance as if to signify a “you shall not pass!” It is hostile, 
notwithstanding the absence of weaponry. Some of the men’s faces are stern and even angry. 
Whereas the people in the previous figure appear as if they are standing still, there’s motion 
in the current image indicated by the men’s bodies. The worker in the middle right is 
reaching wide with his arm to cross his hammer with the peasant’s scythe. And while the 
family unit in the previous image is collectively looking straight ahead at the reader, the six 
men in this picture are looking in different directions, most of them to either side. These 
disparate gazes remind one of a group that is ready to attack, about to launch in every 
direction, on the cusp of an outbreak. The message is that the proletarian fight must continue 
forcefully moving forward through a unified front ready to fight with weapons if necessary 
under the aegis of the communist wing.  
I would like to conclude this chapter by discussing Diego Rivera’s turbulent 
relationship with the PCM and the Mexican State, a discussion that will provide a segue into 
the next chapter and that will link his commitment to the communist ideology, El Machete, 
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and the give-and-take that took place between Mexican leftist graphic artists during this time 
and the incipient revolutionary State. Let me begin with a picture by Agustín Casasola of 
Rivera marching down the street with the PCM during Julio Antonio Mella’s funeral on 




                                                
96. Although it’s been credited to Modotti in some instances. See Aperture Masters of Photography (1999) for an 
example. 
Figure 2.12. Casasola Archive. Diego Rivera marching down the streets during Julio Antonio 
Mella’s funeral with the PCM on February 12, 1929. Silver gelatin print. INAH. Fototeca 
Nacional, Mexico.  
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In the photograph, we see the muralist painter leading the procession while a kid marches 
close to him, looking back at him. There aren’t a lot of people walking along. A few men 
carry the coffin of Mella, founder of the Cuban Communist Party, and immediately behind 
that people carry a large red banner that reads “Partido Comunista de México” with the 
communist hammer and scythe symbol. That Rivera is marching with the PCM down the 
street during 1929 is significant because that was the same year the repressive maximato 
began to crack down violently on communism, making it and El Machete – a newspaper 
Rivera helped found – illegal. It was a dangerous time to be associated with communism. 
Mexico started cutting ties with the Soviet Union, and in turn Mexico’s relationship with the 
U.S. began to improve. U.S. Since 1922, the communists had been in touch with prominent 
sculptors and painters, and Rivera took a lead role the next year when he was elected to the 
PCM’s Executive Committee. The position was not won by either Xavier Guerrero or 
Siqueiros, the latter being such a dedicated communist that he would later, in 1940, 
unsuccessfully attempt to murder the Soviet dissident Leon Trotsky. Indeed, according to 
Daniela Spenser, “[g]radually, the identification of some muralists with communism and of 
Mexican communists with the creativity of the muralists helped Mexican communism 
achieve prominence beyond the number of actual members in its ranks” (2011, 154). In short, 
the role that Rivera and other muralists, sculptors, and graphic artists played in increasing 
communism’s presence in the country was not insignificant.  
Additionally, Rivera’s commitment to communism gained the ire of the U.S. 
Although the U.S. would adopt a more conciliatory attitude toward Mexico with the 
appointment of ambassador Dwight Morrow in 1927, suspicions lingered. The U.S. Consul 
General Alexander Weddell lambasted Mexico in front of the U.S. State Department for 
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hiring an artist like Rivera to paint murals at the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP), 
carried out between 1923 and 1928. The murals included representations of U.S. imperialism 
in the forms of U.S. cultural icons such as John D. Rockefeller, Henry Ford, and J.P. Morgan, 
a mural of a Wall Street banquet with the Statue of Liberty as a table decoration and a banner 
that read “They are always thinking of their money,” and a large-scale history of Mexico 
with Karl Marx at the top leading the way towards the future. Later, in 1933, he would paint 
a fresco in New York City’s Rockefeller Center at the request of its owner, the Rockefeller 
family. But when the family ordered Rivera to remove the portrait of Lenin from the mural, 
the artist refused and the painting was destroyed. He would later paint a similar one in 1934 
at the Palacio de Bellas Artes titled “El hombre controlador del universo.” 
However, Rivera also showed signs of a willingness to compromise with different 
opponents of communism, a willingness that would gain the rage of his fellow artists. As 
stated at the beginning of this chapter, he would resign from the PCM in 1925 at the request 
of the Mexican government, while Siqueiros and his followers refused. Toward the late 
1920s and early 1930s, Rivera continued to work on murals commissioned by the 
authoritarian Calles administration before and after living in the U.S. between 1930 and 
1934. In December 1929, the PCM would expel Rivera from its ranks for colluding with the 
imperialist in painting his murals. And, in 1930 shortly before the end of his term, 
Ambassador Morrow commissioned Rivera to paint a mural at the Palacio de Cortés in 
Cuernavaca. He was seen, then, by communists as working with the imperialist and capitalist 
governments, and on the other hand by the U.S. as being too subversive. He was too middle-
of-the-road and not committed enough to either side, and suffered criticisms in the form of 
satirical prints by his fellow artists.  
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During the period when Rivera collaborated with the Calles regime, Leopoldo 
Méndez produced two prints that were highly critical of the government, of other artists, and 
of the relationship between these two. The first one is “God and the Four Evangelists (Fool’s 
Concert)” (see fig. 2.13) from 1932.  
 
According to Deborah Caplow (2007), this was one of the first Mexican prints to satirize 
known personalities after Posada. It includes a portrait of Rivera on the bottom left-hand 
corner banging on a wooden indigenous drum piece; Siqueiros on the bottom right-hand 
corner playing a harp; Moisés Sáenz, director of the Cultural Missions and a proponent of 
education reform, on the top right-hand corner with a school bell; and Dr. Atl on the top left-
Figure 2.13. Leopoldo Méndez. “God and the Four Evangelists (Fool’s Concert).” 1932. 
Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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hand corner swinging a couple noisemakers, representative of his vicious public opinions (at 
one point he openly supported Hitler), his influence on the muralists, and his being politically 
reactionary. These four figures surround a central, God-like character that is in turn holding a 
triangular masonic piece over one of his eyes. 
The second print that criticized not only Rivera, but the government directly, was 
“Calaveras’ Symphony Concert,” produced in 1934 (see fig. 2.14).  
 
 
Figure 2.14. Leopoldo Méndez. “Calaveras’ Symphony Concert.” 1934. The Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston. 
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It appeared on the cover of Frente a Frente, the journal of the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 
Revolucionarios (LEAR) – a group composed of revolutionary authors and artists –, and was a 
satirical commentary on the opening of the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Seated on the right chair 
with a Nazi symbol on the back of the chair is the leader of the Partido Nacional Revolucionario 
(PNR), a precursor of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), and on the left chair with a 
dollar sign is Diego Rivera with the words “IV Internacional” imprinted on his forehead. This 
insignia is a reference to his open support of Leon Trotsky, which would have been interpreted 
as a betrayal to Stalin, the PCM, the Komintern, and the general world communist community. 
The ticket for that evening reads “El Sol,” a proletarian ballad whose ticket is only 25 pesos; yet, 
ironically a small police figure is kicking out a socioeconomically disadvantaged couple for 
whom the show was intended. The print reflects LEAR’s anti-establishment commitment as well 
as Méndez’s, and many Mexican intellectuals’, leftist and revolutionary ideology. The print’s 
subversive content becomes even more poignant when taking into account the threat of 
censorship by the federal government that had become a reality for publications like El Machete 
and for the PCM only a few years earlier. It is worth noting that, as Wechsler (2006) comments, 
several artists who had not up until then been directly involved with the PCM became more 
politically involved in response to the oppressive conditions during the maximato. Méndez 
himself joined the outlawed PCM in 1929, and, in the spirit of the SOTPE, he and other artists 
formed a group called ¡30-30!, a collective of revolutionary anti-academic painters that lasted 
from 1928-1930.   
 “Calaveras’ Symphony Concert” represents the earliest use of the calavera theme in 
post-revolutionary graphic art: “In fact, Méndez was the first artist to emulate Posada’s work 
directly, both in style and iconography” (Caplow 2007, 97). This stylistic aspect of Méndez – a 
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figure sometimes remembered in the shadows of some of his contemporaries, but nonetheless a 
towering and significant participant in printmaking in early twentieth century Mexico – 
contributes not only to cement his place in graphic arts history but also to give printmaking its 
own unique and distinguishing style both despite and because of its continuation of a long 
tradition. By incorporating the more traditional Mexican style, printmaking in this capacity owes 
more to Posada and his calaveras than the muralists. Rivera, for instance, claimed a direct 
influence from Posada and incorporated his figure holding the catrina’s hand in his “Dream of a 
Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Park” (1948). “Calaveras’ Symphony Concert” appearing on the 
cover of Frente a Frente helped the image to be universally disseminated among leftist artists 
and intellectuals, putting Méndez’s graphic arts into the spotlight of Mexican political artistic 
expression. This foregrounding of Méndez and his work contributed to his own professional 
recognition as well as Mexican printmaking in general. Furthermore, printmaking had its own 
modes of communicating with its audiences due to the way the prints negotiated their place in 











The Graphic Scene: The Masses in the Prints of the Taller de 
Gráfica Popular, 1930s to 1950s 
 
In this chapter, I am interested in exploring the ways that the Taller de Gráfica Popular 
(TGP) – a group of graphic artists active from around 1937 until the late 1950s – and their 
contemporaries, represented the masses as an entity and a proxy for the collective Mexican 
populace – and by extension, the TGP’s own socially-engaged perspectives – in viewing key 
moments in the country’s diachronic timeline of events during and after the Mexican Revolution 
(1910-1920). While I focus on the TGP’s cultural productions, I interpolate these with fellow 
artists that produced similar pieces of work in twentieth-century Mexico. As Ryan Long (2017) 
has recently argued, it is important to keep in mind that the relative stability that Mexico 
underwent and the political reforms that it enacted during the 1930s fostered the works of many 
intellectuals such as writers, filmmakers, and visual artists to “imagine and help make a better 
Mexico” (86). This is the reason why the collective work of a broader coalition of artists and 
intellectuals, including the TGP, was thematically political. As the Revolution showed, socio-
political change was possible, and as the expropriation of oil and the significant land 
redistribution reforms during the Cárdenas years (1934-1940) demonstrated, additional radical 
transformation was achievable. This denunciatory bent, for instance, was one of the main points 
of contention between the Mexican modernist group the Contemporáneos – active during the 
1920s and 1930s who believed in art for art’s sake – and artists associated with the avant-garde 
movement the Estridentistas – active during the 1920s who believed in politically-committed art. 
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At the same time, by producing high-quality pieces of work that highlighted social injustices and 
repression, these artists and intellectuals contributed to defining the nation and Mexican identity 
for decades to come. To better think about the latter point, I refer to a couple theories. Judith 
Butler discusses the performative acts of public gatherings such as protests and strikes, and 
Gilberto Giménez argues that collective public gatherings in masses are constitutive of collective 
Mexican identities. Thinking about the Mexican populace through these lenses is helpful because 
massive crowds frequently filled Mexico City streets between the 1920s and the 1940s. Mass 
mobilizations were a recurrent phenomenon in post-Revolutionary Mexico, particularly during 
the populist Cardenista era, as the citizenry became increasingly disillusioned with a government 
that was supposed to be revolutionary and progressive, following in the footsteps of its historic 
1917 Constitution. The images I’m about to analyze reflect on this momentous public 
phenomenon. Throughout each piece I discuss, the portrayal of the masses is done in a positive 
light. This affirmative illustration, or what I call a “Revolutionary representation,” contrasts with 
other artists of the era who tended to have a more nuanced and even cynical view of the 
Revolution and its subsequent social and political corollaries, including the masses and social 
demands 
To begin, I would like to focus on the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP) and specifically 
on the TGP’s arguably most prominent member, Leopoldo Méndez (1902-1969). Like few other 
countries, art, and particularly printmaking, has been deeply embedded within politics and 
culture in Mexico during the twentieth century (Adès 2009), and perhaps foremost among any 
nation since Honoré Daumier’s political cartoons in 1830’s France (Williams 2006). According 
to Lyle W. Williams (2006), the artistic collective reached international fame and influence 
having created “some of the most arresting lithographs and linocuts of the 1930s and 1940s” 
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(16). Indeed, it represented one of the first long-term modern print groups with a vibrant social 
conscience and a commitment to high-quality prints that inspired other similar graphic artists 
around the world (Miliotes 2014). The TGP was composed of a number of resident and visiting 
artists; although, as Humberto Musacchio (2007) notes, the list can get murky as there were 
guest artists who highly influenced in the decision-making of the group’s actions primarily for 
belonging to the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM) – such as David Alfaro Siqueiros, who 
involved the TGP in the attempt on Leon Trotsky’s life on May, 1940 –, and illustrators who 
were listed as guests because of their duty to reproduce a particular print, which could have been 
the case with Diego Rivera or José Clemente Orozco, who apparently did not create original 
prints for the collective.97 The TGP in many ways followed the leftist and printmaking tradition 
of its direct predecessor, the Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios (LEAR), which in 
turn was a successor to the Sindicato de Obreros Técnicos, Pintores y Escultores (SOTPE), the 
artistic union led by Siqueiros, formed in 1922, that started El Machete (1924-1936), the 
newspaper that later became the official outlet of the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM). The 
SOTPE was important for having shifted the emphasis from formal techniques to political and 
pedagogical viewpoints (Adés 2009), a tradition that would endure throughout the century. As 
the 1920s turned into the 1930s, artists became more critical due to their disillusionment with 
any revolutionary pretense the Mexican State had (McClean 2009). Then, in 1934, previous 
members of the Lucha Intelectual Proletaria (LIP) launched LEAR: Leopldo Méndez, David 
Alfaro Siqueiros, Pablo O’Higgins, Juan de la Cabada, and Luis Arenal, all members of the 
PCM. In 1938, due to several factors including pressure from Siqueiros and the PCM, several 
                                                
97. See Musacchio (2007) for a comprehensive list of primary and guest artists of the TGP. In the current chapter, 
unless otherwise noted, all the artists whose prints I discuss were resident members.  
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members of the LEAR resigned and formed the TGP: Leopoldo Méndez, Pablo O’Higgins, and 
Luis Arenal. Later, other artists joined, such as Ignacio Aguirre, Francisco Dosamantes, Raúl 
Anguiano, Jesús Escobedo, Isidoro Ocampo, Everardo Ramírez, Raúl Gamboa, Antonio Pujol, 
José Chávez Morado, Gonzalo de la Paz Pérez, Alfredo Zalce, Ángel bracho, and Xavier 
Guerrero (Musacchio 2007).98 The TGP and Méndez in particular were known for continuing the 
use by José Guadalupe Posada (1852-1913) of the calaveras for political satire, as they published 
them regularly, especially for el día de los muertos on November 1st and 2nd. The collective 
tended to be nonsectarian and accepted artists with varied political opinions, barring only those 
with fascist leanings (Caplow 2007). Their productions included brochures, leaflets, posters, 
banners, and backdrops for events like political demonstrations and labor rallies. Their mediums 
would range from lithography and linoleums, to metal prints and woodblocks. Although there 
were other printmakers not associated with the TGP during these decades, the artistic collective 
and their claim to having tapped into an authentically popular tradition via Posada – as opposed 
to the previous custom of appropriating European aesthetic standards – has governed the record 
of Mexican printmaking since then (Adès 2009). 
Since muralism was the other great medium that thrived during what Anita Brenner 
dubbed the Mexican Renaissance, it is appropriate to discuss how it dialogued with printmaking. 
Muralists and printmakers often mixed and worked together, and sometimes even participated in 
each other’s activities, e.g., Méndez himself produced murals early on in his professional career. 
Their ideological commitments were similar, both leftists and for the most part communists, and 
both at one point or another worked in tandem with the government. While the relationship 
between the Mexican state and the muralists – or at least Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco – was 
                                                
98. See Musacchio (2007) for a detailed account of the LEAR’s transition into the TGP. 
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often interdependent, the printmakers that I will be discussing were most distant from the State 
during the maximato (1929-1934) and more open and collaborative during Cárdenas’s 
administration and beyond. The exception would be some artists’ participation in the SEP during 
Calles’s regime, a topic I will discuss later. But what distinguishes printmakers from muralists 
was the means of production, its distribution modes, and its corresponding reception, on the one 
hand, and the distinct traditional style that Méndez inherited from Posada. While muralism 
claimed to reach a wide audience, its efforts were often tampered by the fact that they were 
painted on governmental building and structures isolated from the common peoples. 
Printmaking, on the other hand, was often done on leaflets, broadsheets, and cheap magazines 
that circulated widely. Sometimes they were reproduced en masse and pasted on walls, greatly 
increasing their visibility. It would be interesting, in a further project, to study in depth the 
reception that printmakers’ prints and publications had in Mexico during the first half of the 
twentieth century in order to get a better picture of more precisely what their impact must have 
been on the overall Mexican populace during that time. 
 In order to address the portrayal of the masses, I now want to discuss how and why 
graphic artists during this time saw their work as socio-politically committed. The TGP, 
following in the steps of the LEAR, made a commitment to put their art at the service of the 
people, a vow to an ideal that Helga Prignitz-Poda called a “social utopia” (2015, 17). The extent 
to which artists during the 1920s and later saw themselves as important actors in the fight for 
social justice, and as intercessors for the lower classes, is aptly reflected in a print by Alfredo 
Zalce from 1948 (see fig. 3.1). The image appeared on the front cover of the magazine México en 
el arte on November, 1948 (Adés et al. 2009). While James M. Wechsler (2006) rightly sees the 
“Posadamania” present in the print – noting that only a few years earlier Rivera in his mural 
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“Sueño de una tarde dominical en la Alameda Central” had included Posada strolling down a 
park –,99 it is important to mention another important aspect about it too. Zalce’s print shows the 




                                                
99. “[…] Dream of a Sunday afternoon on Alameda Central […] 
Figure 3.1. Alfredo Zalce. “Posada,” México en el arte. 1948. Author’s photograph. Courtesy 
of Tulane University. 
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aesthetic and conceptual predecessor. In the beginning, the TGP was concerned about the Nazi 
threat. The TGP collaborated with President Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-1946) and 
international writers in 1943 by contributing photographs and prints to El libro negro del terror 
nazi en Europa denouncing Nazi terror.100 Later, the collective turned its attention to domestic 
issues, such as nationwide reconstruction, literacy campaigns, supporting unionism and labor 
strikes, incorporating national themes such as urban development and rampant corruption 
(Prignitz-Poda 2015). About a decade later, Méndez made a print titled “Homenaje a Posada” 
(see fig. 3.2).  
 
 
                                                
100. “[…] The Black Book of Nazi Terror in Europe […] 




As Deborah Caplow (2007) points out, Méndez’s 1956 print demonstrates his view of the 
graphic artists’ active role in combatting oppression. With revolutionary thinkers Ricardo Flores 
Magón and either Lázaro Gutiérrez de Lara or Ricardo’s brother, Enrique, beside him, Méndez 
stands behind Posada as a willing aide. Posada sits in his chair, taking a break from creating a 
linocut to look out the window and gaze at the 1902 event that was probably a forced 
conscription of workers and campesinos, based on what Flores Magón’s document reads 
(Caplow 2007).101 Posada reacts to current events he sees as unjust violence toward the lower 
classes, and records them. Although Posada did not enjoy personal fame during his lifetime, 
muralists and graphic artists who also saw themselves as working on behalf of the people 
rediscovered his work about a decade after his death in 1913, foremost among them Jean 
Charlot, and heavily contributed to reviving printmaking in Mexico during the middle of the 
1920s (Adès 2009, Musacchio 2009, Frank 1998). Likewise, Zalce’s 1948 print, although 
humorously crafted, is a tribute to Posada’s legacy. Behind Posada are his inheritors: Rivera, 
Orozco, Méndez, and Dr. Atl, all as calaveras. A sturdy Posada sits behind his desk, the only 
character in human form, crafting prints, some of which are taken by a calavera newsboy while 
others fly away from Posada’s hand. One could easily interpret Zalce’s print as showing the 
process in the social intervention of the graphic artists’ work after the creation of the prints. After 
the prints are made, they circulate and scare the bourgeois class while the lower classes cheer on. 
Some members of the latter sector hold prints, laugh, and point at the elite running away, while 
others play instruments and have a good time. The scene is poignant in that it graphically 
demonstrates the meaning of art in favor of the people’s struggle. It also shows the ability of the 
                                                
101. Although, as Williams (2006) points out, 1902 was also Méndez’s birth year, linking his own artistic aspirations 
to Posada’s legacy. 
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TGP’s prints for efficient mass dissemination, a capability the murals were also supposed to 
possess, but that allowed printmaking to win out other art mediums as the preferred platform for 
artists during this time and a direct connection with the lower socio-economic segments many 
prints were about (Adès 2009).  
Now, what do I mean by “the people”? Or “the masses”? I would like to divvy up the 
way we think about these terms among two theorists, fundamental for conceiving masses of 
bodies coming together in public spaces. These two views will provide a foundation on which to 
build adequate interpretations of the masses in the prints I am about to discuss, while at the same 
time appropriately capturing the political and cultural dimensions of the country during these 
decades. Judith Butler, Professor at the University of California, Berkeley, writes in “‘We, the 
people’: Thoughts on Freedom of Assembly” (2016) that in order to exercise freedom of 
assembly and popular sovereignty, there needs to necessarily be a performative assembly of 
bodies. Popular sovereignty is achieved through an act of self-designation, because through the 
act of bodies assembling and reassembling, the people afford the ground for those who do not 
show up, but that are still denoted by “the people,” to be represented through elections. This is 
because elected officials are different from the populace, qua exercising their elected office, even 
though such officials can and usually are separately civilians. People coming together is a way of 
speaking out collectively, normally demanding a change in policy, a dissolution of a government, 
or social justice demands due to factors such as socioeconomic inequalities, perceived 
authoritarianism, etc. Examples of these include Tahrir Square during the 2010 “Arab Spring,” 
the 2011 Occupy Wall Street movement, and Mexico’s 43 Ayotzinapa students that went missing 
in 2014 leading to nation-wide protests. Phrases such as “We, the people” which begins the 
U.S.’s Preamble to the Constitution, are speech acts that are the upshot of, posterior to, and apart 
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from the performative political enactments. The performative act can involve such activities as 
singing, chanting, and beating drums. In Butler’s words: 
To show up is both to be exposed and to be defiant, meaning precisely that we are crafted 
precisely in that disjuncture, and that in crafting ourselves, we expose the bodies for 
which we make our demand. We do this for and with one another, without any necessary 
presumption of harmony or love. As a way of making a new body politic. (64, my 
emphases) 
Thinking about the Mexican populace through this lens is helpful because massive crowds 
frequently filled Mexico City streets between the 1920s and the 1940s. Mass mobilizations were 
a recurrent phenomenon in post-Revolutionary Mexico, particularly during the populist 
Cardenista era. Unlike his predecessors, Cárdenas represented a change to the authoritarian past 
as he tended to allow considerably more worker strikes so long as they did not turn violent. 
Indeed, in 1935, before being exiled, Calles complained that the workers’ strikes that were now 
more freely allowed, were disrupting the nation (Jürgen and Buchenau 2013). Before that, one of 
the reasons the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM) was banned during the maximato was due to 
the large strikes they were participating in. These are important facts to note because most of the 
art I address was produced either during or after Cárdenas’s rule, but with retrospect or with 
social demands that pertain to the Revolution, placing public mass gatherings at the fore of the 
artists’ minds and at the center of regular metropolitan life. Mexican bodies, then, were 
congregated out in public making social demands sometimes with banners, but primarily – and 
with Butler – through the performative act of congregating. A Frente a Frente piece shows a 
mass gathering in support of Lázaro Cardenas on April 18, 1936, juxtaposing a valiant Cárdenas 





In a similar vein, sociology professor at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(UNAM), Gilberto Giménez, views collective public gatherings in masses as constitutive of 
collective Mexican identities. He constructs a sociological hermeneutics that tightly links identity 
and culture. He conceives of a collective identity in comparison with and in contrast to an 
individual identity, and takes cues from Loredana Sciolla, Pierre Bourdieu, and most of all 
Alberto Melucci – among others – in defining what constitutes a collective identity. The latter, 
he says, is best explained as a system of relations and representations that center around 
Figure 3.3. “El pueblo apoya a Cárdenas contra…” Frente a Frente. July, 1936. 
Photograph by Sureya Hernández and María Andrea Giovine. 
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collective action, which are social practices that simultaneously involve a certain number of 
people, exhibit morphological characteristics, and about which the involved individuals can 
confer a sense of meaning about what they are doing or what they are going to do. Thus, 
collective action can manifest itself in a wide range of empirical phenomena, such as social 
movements, ethnic conflicts, guerrilla actions, protests, strikes, mass mobilizations, etc. In his 
monograph Identidades sociales (2009), he goes on to explore and link specific types of 
identities in Mexico with certain kinds of phenomena, such as national, ethnic, religious, 
territorial, and the purported “global” identity, and goes on to assert a few commentaries with 
respect to collective identities: 1) that there is proximity of the individual agents within the social 
space; 2) that participation in an organized group is not mandatory; 3) that a collective identity is 
only a subjective dimension of, and not an exhaustive expression of, collective agents; 4) that not 
all actors of a collective action share univocally the same collective identity; 5) while there is a 
link between collective identities and collective action, the first does not always generate the 
second; 6) and that collective identities do not necessarily have the effect of depersonalizing and 
homogenizing individual behavior. While neither Giménez nor Butler discuss the representative 
aspects of collective identities – in art, for instance –, the former’s analysis of the social and 
political Mexican subject, and the interweaving of the individual/collective identity and cultural 
phenomena, proves to be invaluable. There is ample room to coordinate this analysis with the 
social and political movements and the collective action that they entailed in a post-
Revolutionary Mexico, especially in what interests me here, which is the prints produced by the 
TGP and their contemporaries. In studying the following prints, I would like to keep these two 
theorizations of collective identities in mind, especially as they pertain to mass gatherings in 
Mexico during the few decades following the country’s Revolution. 
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  I now move on to analyze how and why the TGP viewed past events and experiences 
through the lenses in which it did, and how the rapidly-changing sociopolitical climate in which 
the artists lived, particularly during the 1930s and 1940s, influenced how they interpreted the 
Revolution’s complex causes and effects. As I mentioned earlier, leftist artists were now 
beginning to trust the Cardenista government and its socialist agenda, a confidence that would to 
a certain extent carry beyond those years. It is important to keep in mind, then, the contrast 
displayed in the prints between the dire Porfirian past and the improved present in the 1940s. 
Due to Cardenas’s state-building project in the late 1930s, there was an ascent of the central 
government that allowed areas such as health and education to be heavily expanded, enterprises 
to which these artists contributed (Niblo 1999). Education was a project that began immediately 
after the armed phase of the civil war when José Vasconcelos, as secretary of the Secretaría de 
Educación Pública (SEP), undertook several education efforts whose outcomes would be felt for 
decades to come. There were multiple literacy campaigns with an emphasis on the countryside in 
which many graphic artists participated with prints or murals, and there were centers created 
such as the escuelas rurales. Such an effort to carry “modern” benefits to places outside of the 
city can be seen in Río Escondido (Fernández, 1948), a Golden Age award-winning film in 
which the character played by María Félix, a young city teacher, is sent by the president of 
Mexico to the small town of Río Escondido to take education and medicine, in the form of 
vaccines, to its rural residents. However, the clashes that ensued between distrustful peasants and 
State-sent schoolteachers will be seen later in prints by Méndez. 
 Because a collection of prints is a cultural object that conveys information about the year 
it was published and the images it assembles, I shall mainly concentrate on one such TGP 
collection released in late 1947. It includes prints published during that decade, a period in which 
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things were drastically changing in Mexico, and in which the TGP reached one of its most 
creative periods (Musacchio 2007). In what follows, I identify the sociopolitical context of the 
place of enunciation in order to understand the logic behind the prints and their creators’ choices 
in representations. In Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana: 85 grabados de los artistas del 
Taller de Gráfica Popular (1947),102 published ten years after the TGP was formed, the artistic 
unit interprets Mexico’s Revolutionary significance and its cultural, ideological, and material 
upshots in the country’s history. The entirety of the TGP, plus a few guest artists, contributed 
with prints for the collection. As part of the creative process, the artists would hang up 
photographs of the Revolution and the post-Revolutionary era taken by the influential Casasola 
team, and consequently make prints based on those pictures (Caplow 2007). Noteworthy is the 
fact that the prints are not only of the civil war itself, but of Mexico’s life before and after, up 
until the year the collection was printed. The compilation is the most voluminous of La Estampa 
Mexicana – the TGP’s own publisher, founded in 1942 (Musacchio 2007) –, and of all the works 
generated by the TGP, none has been as heavily endorsed and exhibited (Caplow et al. 2015, 
Prignitz-Poda 2015). It was widely reproduced in the press and was successful on the market in 
what was a relatively cheap popular edition (Miliotes 2014). The various scenes in the 
compendium interpret the causes of the Revolution, the war itself, and the ideological imprints of 
it. There is an emphasis on the deplorable state of indigenous peoples, the U.S.’s role in pressing 
Porfirio Díaz to drive underprivileged sectors like the yaquis from their lands, the relations of 
power between the dominant hacendados over the powerless peasants, the press’s role in being 
an actor either of defiance or of perpetuating the status quo, and key figures such as Emiliano 
Zapata, Porfirio Díaz, Francisco “Pancho” Villa, Serapio Rendon, Belisario Domínguez, 
                                                
102. “[…] Stamps of the Mexican Revolution: 85 Prints by the Artists of the Taller de Gráfica Popular […]” 
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Victoriano Huerta, and Venustiano Carranza. The prints that portray the years after the 
Revolution focus on aspects like the regime’s efforts to and eventual success in crushing 
zapatismo, a looming U.S. invasion, and key events that tend to extol Alvaro Obregón, Lázaro 
Cárdenas, workers, peasants, literacy projects, and that denigrate figures like Plutarco Elías 
Calles and the cristeros. I am interested in the role the masses played, as an entity and as a proxy 
for the collective Mexican populace – and by extension, the TGP’s own socially-engaged 
perspectives – in viewing key moments in the country’s diachronic timeline of events during and 
after the Revolution. I highlight the dialogue and negotiation that occurred between the artists’ 
claim that they were working on behalf of the people, on the one hand, and the diverse uses they 
made of masses in their prints – sometimes contradicting that claim –, on the other. Throughout, 
I maintain that Butler’s and Giménez’s theories on collective identities are highly relevant, 
especially when discussing the representation of those, since the prints I discuss capture the spirit 
of those identities during tumultuous social times that occasioned mass mobilizations. I have 
detected several key recurring themes and techniques: inserting a supporting mass to highlight a 
key figure or political project; portraying a mass morphing into a leader or cause; and lambasting 
the clergy and the cristeros by depicting the masses as being deceived. Throughout, the portrayal 
of the masses is done in a positive light, and even when they support a cause the graphic artists 
opposed – as is the case with the cristeros –, the people are depicted as being duped. This 
affirmative illustration, or what I call a “Revolutionary representation,” contrasts with other 
artists of the era who tended to have a more nuanced and even cynical view of the Revolution 
and its subsequent social and political corollaries, including the masses and social demands. As a 
case study of such a distrustful vision, I turn to José Clemente Orozco’s skeptical murals and 
drawings.   
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 Dictatorships and an authoritarian rule of law had been the norm for Mexicans for quite 
some time due to the porfiriato (1876-1911), during which an international economic crisis in 
the regime’s last ten years exacerbated established economic, social, cultural, and political 
struggles that ultimately led to the Revolution’s outbreak (Mason Hart 1987). The Mexican 
Revolution was such a momentous event, that it has been considered by some as the defining 
event of modern Mexican history, in part because it has served both the state and 
counterhegemonic projects, through traditions and symbols, to bolster each side’s case (Joseph 
and Buchenau 2013). Such is the situation with Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. Its prints 
were dedicated to showing the dangers of what the artists perceived to be dictatorships and 
overall repressive regimes. Throughout its life, the TGP produced socially-committed prints. As 
they stated in their ideological declaration at the beginning of Estampas de la Revolución: “El 
Taller de Gráfica Popular realiza un esfuerzo constante para que su producción beneficie los 
intereses progresistas y democráticos del pueblo mexicano, principalmente en su lucha contra la 
reacción fascista.”103 Because the Nazi threat had just been crushed when the declaration was 
issued, a returning fascist threat was very much present in the artists’ mind and represented the 
most extreme kind of authoritarianism, one that ought to be eschewed at all costs. Indeed, the 
compilation in its entirety is a diachronic representation of repression and resistance in Mexico 
during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries as examples of what could reappear.  
                                                
103. “The Taller de Gráfica Popular makes a constant effort so that its production benefits the progressive and 
democratic interests of the Mexican people, mainly in its fight against the fascist reaction.” 
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One of the techniques employed by the TGP was to show the masses supporting a leader, 
sometimes as a metonym for a cause. Alberto Beltrán contributed with a print, titled 
“Persecución del Partido Liberal por el régimen porfiriano,”104 showing victims of the Porfirian 
repression and a mass of supporters of the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) (see fig. 3.4).  
                                                
104. “Persecution of the Liberal Party by the Porfirian regime.” 
Figure 3.4. Alberto Beltrán. “Persecución del Partido Liberal por el régimen porfiriano,” Estampas de 
la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare Books Collection, 
Milwaukee Public Library. 
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The Liberals represented a significant force in that it was the first organized national opposition 
during the 1900s. The PLM arose out of the state of San Luis, where Camilo Arriaga called for 
the creation of Liberal clubs across the nation to produce a clerical resurgence. His manifesto 
inspired fifty clubs in thirteen states. Present in the 1901 First Liberal Congress in a San Luis 
theatre was one of the most recognizable figures during this time in the revolt, Ricardo Flores 
Magón. He and his brother sought to radicalize the Liberals, which resulted in a leftward move 
of the movement in 1901 as well as a proportional increase in repression by the Díaz regime. 
Liberal clubs were forced to close; supporters were arrested, jailed, or fined; and the opposition 
press also suffered arrests and beatings, and perhaps even murders. Among the main Liberals 
were Arriaga, the Flores Magón brothers, Juan and Manuel Sarabia, and Antonio Díaz Soto y 
Gama, who all migrated to the U.S. to escape repression and continue printing and mailing the 
PLM’s official newspaper Regeneración. The repression of the PLM further isolated the party 
because it was forced to radicalize itself in order to survive, with the consequence of being 
deprived of support. It effectively became an unsuccessful liberal opposition (Knight 1986). 
 So what is significant about this print by Beltrán? Why did the TGP include this aspect of 
Porfirian repression in their interpretation of the Revolution? And how did the graphic artists 
view themselves vis-à-vis the opposition between the PLM and the Porfirian regime? For one, 
the print’s events take place during a time when the enemy was clearly delineated, since 
dictatorships were and are very explicit in their repression, and the Porfirian variety garnered 
opposition from such a range of sectors that it was eventually successfully toppled. The 
protagonists in the top half of the print are members of the PLM, with Ricardo Flores Magón 
clearly identified at the forefront of the group that itself is being arrested and shoved around by 
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the “sicarios al servicio del llamado ‘Pacificador’ de Tuxtepec,”105 as the description at the 
beginning of the collection notes. That same text identifies Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón, 
Librado Rivera, Juan Sarabia, Lázaro Gutiérrez de Lara, and “otros muchos revolucionarios” that 
founded the PLM with the aim of substituting the porfirista regime with governmental forms 
more in line with the national reality.106 The men are part of a group of about twenty other 
people, although the heads toward the back eventually start fading into a larger mass, presumably 
also being contained by the authorities. However, it is clear that the Liberals outnumber their 
governmental counterparts. The faces of the Liberals are stern yet serene, while those of the 
officials are aggravated, one is yelling, and all are using their weapons to goad the Liberals 
along. In the bottom half of the print, we see a mass of active sympathizers listening agreeably to 
a Ricardo Flores Magón who gives them a speech and points toward some factories among a 
large inverted dollar sign – potentially because it is facing the other side, perhaps the U.S. 
neighbor – and a machete bearing the words “La matona.”107 The latter phrase was often used to 
refer to Diaz’s personal sword, itself a euphemism for the dictator’s despotism. To the right of 
Flores Magón is a sign that reads “Partido Liberal” with Mexican flags on either side of it, a man 
distributing some flyers, and another man reading El Hijo del Ahuizote, an oppositional 
newspaper founded in 1885 by Daniel Cabrera Rivera, Manuel Pérez Bibbins, and Juan Sarabia, 
taken over by the Flores Magón brothers in 1902, and barred by Porfirio Díaz shortly thereafter. 
In fact, Díaz banned any publication associated with the Flores Magón under penalty of fines and 
jail time. 
                                                
105. “hitmen at the service of the so-called ‘Pacifier’ of Tuxtepec.” 
 
106. “[…] many other revolutionaries […]” 
 
107. “the killer [in the feminine form].” 
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 While the men on the right are individually portrayed, the mass on the left blends into a 
faceless bulk with the factory, the dollar sign, and the machete to their backs. With some fists in 
the air, and one campesino with his sombrero in hand, they look up enthralled at Ricardo, as if 
ready for action. His pointing towards the machete, factories, and dollar sign creates a sense that 
they are ready to partake in physical combat against the alliance between Díaz and U.S. 
capitalism. This active component complements the victimization of the prisoners in the upper 
half of the print. Although the image and its description do not give a specific date of the event, 
it represents a general commentary on the repression on dissent during the porfiriato, particularly 
of the radicalized PLM, and the masses that once supported the movement. The multitudes in the 
print play a significant role in supporting the radical group and other recipients of the 
dictatorship’s oppression. The PLM became a sterilized oppositional force, but in the print it is a 
significant actor in the resistance that bourgeoned until eventually overthrowing Díaz. As 
portrayed in the print, Mexicans often came together in public spaces to demand social change, 
often taking the form of protests or manifestations, leading up to the violent war that ended the 
dictatorship in 1911. The TGP, and Beltrán specifically, view this interaction as an important 
precedent of the continuous dynamic that would ensue during and after the war, between the 
Mexican populace and those the TGP viewed as oppressors.  
 Another figure the TGP consistently and increasingly extolled with the support of the 
masses was Francisco I. Madero. The supportive role the masses play in a print by Julio Heller 
featuring the President evinces the TGP’s ideological commitment: against the tyranny of Díaz 
and in support of a radical leader that had come to be constructed by many as a hero of the 







Figure 3.5. Julio Heller. “Francisco I. Madero, candidato popular,” Estampas de la Revolución 




Heller’s print includes a description that depicts a presidential candidate that is wholly devoted to 
the Mexican people: he creates “del conocimiento popular su programa de Gobierno.”108 This 
gives a sense that Madero is in touch with the masses and that they in turn support him. 
Additionally, the TGP view him as a candidate who understands the necessities and problems of 
the country. He eventually wins the presidency due to an electoral process that is free and 
spontaneous, and under his government liberties are a reality, the depiction expounds. However, 
it is important to keep in mind that his initial call to arms on November 20, 1910, set in his Plan 
de San Luis Potosí, was answered only by a very few (Ruíz 1980), and it was only later that a 
larger portion of the populace joined, such as the middle sectors, regional elites, workers, and 
peasants (Joseph and Buchenau 2013). In the print, we see Madero saluting and possibly giving a 
speech from a balcony. He waves his prominent hand, its large size to emphasize manual labor 
similar to workers’ hands in TGP prints. He is surrounded by a woman, possibly his wife Sara 
Pérez, and two other unidentified men. Below him is a mass of people, facing up toward Madero, 
and away from the viewer. It is not a blurry mass as in the last print discussed, as one can make 
out each head’s outline, including the only face of a man in the crowd looking back at us. The 
face could be that of Madero’s vice president, José María Pino Suárez, since it similarly dons a 
noticeable mustache. Either way, it is utterly conspicuous and belongs to a class higher than the 
campesinado. Some of the heads in the crowd wear sombreros, and the mixture between 
campesinos and non-campesinos reflects the multi-class support that ousted Díaz. On the left 
appears to be a young person raised above the multitude holding a hat in her/his hand and 
wearing a long dress-type outfit that covers whoever or whatever is lifting the person. The latter 
being lifted suggests a festive atmosphere, as if though the people were jubilant about the 
                                                
108. “His government’s program based on popular knowledge.” 
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political prospects of Madero’s popularity. In order words, it is an exceptionally supportive 
multitude. On the right side of the print is a banner being lifted by someone’s bold hand, and 
although we cannot see the message in its entirety, it probably reads “Partido Democrático 
Nacional,” Madero’s political party. This print is a zoomed-in version of what is probably a 
larger crowd; however, without more context it is impossible to know. What is important to note 
is that it is an assorted crowd gathered to support Madero. 
 A different print by Francisco Mora portrays the political situation during Madero’s 
uprising by depicting the old Díaz apparatus as infiltrating the Madero regime, and the people as 
unaware or helpless. It also paints the president as a victim, or neutral character at best (see fig. 
3.6). The emphasis is on Madero, who is front and center with the bourgeois elite surrounding 
him as they walk further from the mass that collectively shouts “Viva Madero,” in large letters 
hovering around the group.109 The mass’s role is diminished, as it has been relegated to the upper 
right corner, a percentage of what it occupied in the other two prints I have so far discussed. The 
crowd is undoubtedly euphoric, as most raise their arms with hats in hand and festive rays 
protuberate from them, but they are now spatially separated from the figure they supported and 
elected as president. The emphasis is on Madero, who is front and center with the bourgeois elite 
surrounding him as they walk further from the mass that collectively shouts “Viva Madero,” in 
large letters hovering around the group.110 
                                                
109. “Long live Madero.” 
 





The print’s description is revealing: “Francisco I. Madero es rodeado por el antiguo aparato 
porfiriano.”111 The verb in the passive excludes Madero from any active role in keeping 
members of the old Porfirian regime in his own cabinet. Rather, they have infiltrated on their 
own. However, we know that Madero came from a well-to-do family, as he himself 
acknowledges in his book La sucesión presidencial en 1910 ([1908] 1917). He cherished his 
friendship with Díaz, often appointed officials who worked in Díaz’s government – including his 
                                                
111. “Francisco I. Madero is surrounded by the old Porfirian apparatus.” 
Figure 3.6. Francisco Mora. “Francisco I. Madero es rodeado por el antiguo aparato porfiriano,” 
Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare Books 
Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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uncle Ernesto, a Díaz sympathizer, after the family friend José I. Limantour refused the position 
–, and vacillated when it came to demanding Diaz’s resignation (Ruíz 1980). The print’s 
description only makes mention of the Tratados de Ciudad Juárez that allowed the reactionary 
forces to infiltrate Madero’s regime. The treaty also permitted Porfirian personalities such as 
León de la Barra and the cientifícos to surround Madero, push their own agendas, and create 
obstacles for the Revolution. Madero further disappointed some of his followers by not 
supporting land distribution, a main point of the Revolution and one of the 1917 Constitution’s 
biggest gains. In the image, a heavily-decorated general with a Díaz-like beard holds Madero’s 
left arm as he walks beside him. Although it can be reminiscent of the traditional woman holding 
the man’s arm, it is more appropriate to view it as a soldier who escorts his prisoner. There’s 
another general walking behind him, although his face – like that of another hooded person 
leading the group – is caricaturesque and resembles some sketches and contemporary masks of 
Guy Fawkes, the member of the English Catholics who attempted a failed Gunpowder plot in 
1605.  
 A bourgeois person walks on the other side of Madero, wearing a top hat and possibly 
holding on to the newly-elected president’s right arm. The rest of the group is composed of more 
members of the elite, possibly more generals, and at least one woman who looks back at Madero, 
graciously, with eyes closed. With thirty years’ hindsight, the TGP further mythologized Madero 
by not pointing out the complexities about him qua politician, especially as they pertained to 
choosing a practical route that would ensure a democratic transition. The woodblock print still 
portrays a very enthusiastic crowd, but it excuses Madero’s faults and his eventual demise by 
representing remnants of the Díaz regime as the ones at fault. It offers a purported behind-the-
scenes of the logic behind Madero’s failures. Another print by Isidoro Ocampo in the collection 
170 
 
titled “La entrada de Francisco I. Madero en la Ciudad de México, 7 de junio de 1911” portrays 
Madero triumphantly riding a horse.112 He has his right arm raised with hat in hand, while his left 
hand holds the country’s flag, and supportive people surround him as they join in the 
celebrations. Madero here is depicted victoriously and as a leader of the Revolution, supported 
by the people. 
                                                




As the years went by, Leopoldo Méndez increasingly revered and mythologized Madero and the 
people’s support for him. In 1934, Méndez depicted Madero as a minuscule figure in the 
Revolution, very much in contrast to Mora’s or even Heller’s Madero (see fig. 3.7).  
 
 
Figure 3.7. Leopoldo Méndez. “Entrada de Madero a la ciudad de México.” Los 
corridos de la revolución. 1934. Museo Nacional de la Estampa, Mexico. 
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Titled “Entrada de Madero a la ciudad de México,”113 Méndez portrays Madero as a small man 
with unusually tiny arms. He rides in a car, instead of riding on a horse or giving a speech on a 
balcony which would imply a closer proximity to the revolutionaries and the people. Madero 
seems diminutive as he rides in between two men: one wearing a bow tie and a top hat, and the 
other in a suit bearing a firearm. While the people are cheering behind him, he does not face 
them, and instead faces the viewer, implying a certain distance between him and them. In a 
similar vein, Posada published a print on around 1911 depicting Madero entering Mexico City 
(see fig. 3.8).  
 
 
                                                
113. “Madero’s entrance into Mexico City.” 




Here, Madero appears stoic, indifferent, only raising his hat, and passively riding in a car with a 
woman that is presumably his wife. He faces a small crowd composed entirely of the elite class, 
one of which carries a sign that reads “Viva Madero.” This crowd starkly contrasts with the 
masses in most of the TGP prints, which are more substantial, livelier, and composed of more 
diverse socioeconomic classes. In 1945, Méndez portrays Madero still as a smallish figure in a 
car, but surrounded by revolutionaries, peasants, and workers marching right beside his car (see 
fig. 3.9). In this print, there are a couple of flags waving around in the crowd, and nearby is a 
trolley riding in his direction packed with more people. There is an energetic atmosphere. 
Madero is emphatically standing and waving his arms around, with his hat in one of his hands.  
 
 
By 1960, Méndez had already portrayed Madero in titanic proportions, both literally and 
figuratively, and his supporters as endless (see fig. 3.10). He stands behind an enormous podium 
Figure 3.9. Leopoldo Méndez. “La entrada de Francisco I. Madero en la Ciudad de México, 7 
de junio de 1911.” 1945. 
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out in the open, writing a document that is perhaps his 1910 Plan de San Luis Potosí, his hands 
and arms no longer minute. He hoovers above a large crowd composed of smaller workers, 
campesinos, businesspeople, men, women, and children. With a Lenin-like face and with the 
people behind him, Madero faces some petroleum towers, a barrage of firearms, and a couple 
hands aggressively grabbing some money bags. It is no surprise that Méndez in 1960 would 
choose to represent a heroic Madero as a defender against these types of enemies. Cárdenas’s oil 
expropriation in 1938 was still hailed as a victory for the country’s autonomy, and 1960 was the 
year of a global rise in leftist politics and against imperialism and capitalism. The print reaches 
an epic magnitude, as the image is reminiscent of a larger-than-life battle scene by eternalizing 
Madero’s call to arms. As Roland Barthes argues, a myth as a mode of signification and possibly 
as a visual object, has as its function to distort. Myth excels when there are images that are empty 
and ready for signification, and thusly transforms history into nature. The image-myth both aims 
at causing an immediate impression as well as naturalizing the concept, because its intentions are 
naturalized, rather than hidden. There is no need to explain anything, within a semiological 
explanation of how a myth is formed; rather, all that is needed is to state the “fact.” It goes 
without explicating, argues Barthes. The TGP often did this, as with the northern Revolutionary 
warrior Francisco “Pancho” Villa, whom a 1947 print by Alberto Beltrán portrays heroically 
riding a horse in a contextual vacuum. We also see an instance of this mythologizing process in 
Méndez’s 1960 print. The latter mythologizes the extent to which the people supported Madero, 
whether metaphorically or spatially. In the background, there are countless flags and a crowd that 




with what is either a flag or a rifle pointed upwards, much like in war. The image portrays an 
interminable ocean of supporters/soldiers, as if though all of Mexico was behind Madero. But 
Madero, coming from a wealthy family and an hacendado himself, did not support agrarian 
reform, itself a staple of the war and the historic constitutional gains. After all, “tierra y libertad” 
has come to be a phrase synonymous with the Revolution and its cultural and political legacy,114 
and attributed to a figure that was also revered by the TGP: Emiliano Zapata. Méndez’s print pits 
Madero and the country against a few formidable opponents, and aggrandizes a complex figure 
and moment in the Mexican Revolution that nonetheless played an important role in the 
country’s history. It is important to keep in mind that Méndez’s interpretations of the Revolution 
and his viewpoints of historic figures is highly influential because of the active role Méndez 
                                                
114. “[…] land and liberty […]” 




played in contributing to other TGP artists’ images. As Caplow (2007) discusses, during the 
creation of Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana, all members would comment and criticize each 
other’s works, and Méndez no doubt contributed to this creative process. However, this process 
of combining personal artistic freedom with an idealized social and utopic agenda also limited 
each member’s creative process (Prignitz-Poda 2015). 
 Although portrayed in a less grand manner, Lázaro Cárdenas was the subject of several 
prints by the TGP as he was an instrumental figure in promoting agrarian reform and the 
remarkable oil expropriation. In a similar vein as Méndez’s 1960 print, a 1947 image in 
Estampas de la Revolución by Ignacio Aguirre shows a colossal mass supporting a heroic 
President Lázaro Cárdenas (see fig. 3.11). Titled “El presidente Lázaro Cárdenas recibe el apoyo 
del pueblo mexicano por sus medidas en favor del progreso del país,”115 the print contains 
Cárdenas on the entire left side. In the image, the populist president is on a balcony giving an 
impassioned speech to a seemingly infinite mass that holds many banners reading “STRM” 
[Sindicato de Telefonistas de la República Mexicana], “CNC” [Confederación Nacional 
Campesina], “CTM” [Confederación de Trabajadores de México], while others simply read 
words like “sindicato” or “federación,” and still others are blank. During the 1940s, the TGP 
viewed Cárdenas in an extremely positive light and made an implicit connection between the 
Revolution’s emphasis on agrarian reform and autonomy from capitalist and imperialist forces, 
on the one hand, and leaders and movements during the 1940s that aimed to accomplish these 
goals, on the other. One print by Alberto Beltrán in Estampas de la Revolución even shows  
                                                





Cárdenas courageously fending off Nazi soldiers. In the Aguirre print, there is a colossal mass 
that has clearly gathered to see and listen to Cárdenas give a speech, denoted by his hand in the 
air. Interestingly, it is his left hand that is in the air. For the 1960’s collection 450 años de lucha: 
homenaje al pueblo mexicano, Aguirre fixed the situation, inverted the image, and made 
Cárdenas to be signaling with his right hand instead (Prignitz 1992). Thus, Cárdenas would now 
additionally be facing the left-hand side, paralleling the direction his politics would take. The 
masses have demands, demonstrated by the banners displaying the unions and organizations they 
belong to which in turn advocate for workers’ rights. Although not as epic as the war-like mass 
Figure 3.11. Ignacio Aguirre. “El presidente Lázaro Cárdenas recibe el apoyo del pueblo mexicano 
por sus medidas en favor del progreso del país,” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. 
Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare Books Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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in Méndez’s 1960 Madero print, this is still a gathering that could easily reach the hundreds, 
perhaps thousands of supporters. It is not unlike the Frente a Frente picture I discussed earlier 
which showed a mass of Cárdenas supporters.  
 It important to take a second here and develop the concepts of culture and identity in 
relation to these three modes of representation of the mases vis-à-vis historical personalities. So 
far, I have discussed three figures – Ricardo Flores Magón (and the PLM), Francisco I. Madero, 
and Lázaro Cárdenas –, and the ways in which the TGP portrayed them supported by the masses. 
All three of them have played an important part in historical and historic identity in Mexico’s 
culture. The case of President Cárdenas is especially poignant because he was democratically 
elected in what has meant a momentous event in history due to the proximity between the 
unprecedented policies he enacted and the promises made both by the Revolution and the 1917 
Constitution. Giménez’s theorizations on the close link between collective identity and collective 
action prove highly relevant insofar as it was mass mobilizations that were the primary catalyst 
for Cárdenas’s being elected. In other words, such a celebrated experience was activated by the 
masses themselves rushing to the streets and to the voting booths. Indeed, Aguirre’s print 
particularly captures both the literal and metaphorical senses of the support Cárdenas had. Bodies 
took to the streets, came together, and in this way the populace participated in creating its own 
collective identity. Something similar could be said of Madero’s case, although his context lies at 
the intersection of other impending radical series of events. His election came at the dawn of the 
Revolution, which was largely launched by millions of poor Mexicans tired of the current 
conditions in the country, and initially goaded by Madero’s Plan de San Luis Potosí. Like 
Cárdenas, the democratic election of Madero came at the behest of citizens who voted him into 
the presidency. Although the mythologizing of these two figures, along with Flores Magón, is 
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due to other complex reasons, it is undeniable the degree to which the masses participated in the 
creation of an experience so central to Mexican culture, and so closely linked in the previous 
TGP images discussed. 
Another technique the TGP employed to tie the people with leaders and political/social 
causes was to represent the masses as physically or metaphorically morphing into the idea or 
person(s) the image aimed to praise. In an image by Francisco Mora in the 1947 collection, the 
masses materially contribute to the expropriation of the Mexican oil facilitated by Cárdenas in 
1938 (see fig. 3.12). 116 In the print, titled “Contribución del pueblo a la expropiación petrolera, 
18 de marzo de 1938,”117 a horde of Mexicans line up with their possessions to donate to the 
government in an act of personal sacrifice for the good of the nation, since the 1938 oil 
expropriation triggered an immediate economic crisis. The visible faces toward the front of the 
crowd include people from different socioeconomic strata: workers, peasants, and indigenous 
peoples. Although there are some men present in the multitude, the front line is composed 
entirely of women and children. A couple of them are taking their sowing machines, while a 
                                                
116. This print was modified and “corrected” by Elizabeth Catlett (or “Betty Mora” as it appears in the 1960 version), 
Mora’s wife, for the 1960’s collection 450 años de lucha: homenaje al pueblo mexicano, incorporating only a slight 
change by unifying the upper and lower portions of the image and flipping the image (Prignitz 1992). 
 
117. “The people’s contribution to the oil expropriation, March 18, 1938.” 
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third woman carries a chicken in each of her hands. The latter is particularly poignant, as her 
body is the only one in the print visible in its entirety, and spatially takes center stage. 
       
Her face is the only one shaded in, suggesting a darker-colored person and presumably 
indigenous. It is somewhat serious and somber, but not extremely sad. She wears a skirt that 
Figure 3.12. Francisco Mora. “Contribución del pueblo a la expropiación petrolera, 18 de marzo 
de 1938.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the 
Rare Books Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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reaches down below her knees, and a shawl reaching around her shoulders and down to her 
midsection. On the table in front of them where they place their donations are one of the two 
sowing machines, pesos in bills and coins, some objects such as a watch and a necklace, and a 
couple personal piggy banks. Given that these are people belonging to the lowers socioeconomic 
social sectors, these are enormous personal offerings. Behind them are a few buildings, including 
what appear to be either offices or apartment buildings, and a couple church steeples with crosses 
in front of them. To me, this background suggests a couple things. We know that the TGP was 
not fond of the church and its role in the Cristero War (1926-1929); thus, the fact that there is an 
absence of religious imagery with the people themselves suggests that despite the church’s 
history in post-Revolutionary Mexico, there is still progress. Religion is part of its past, but is 
nonetheless a component of Mexico’s historical identity. Additionally, the buildings suggest an 
urban setting, alluding to urbanization processes indicative of a modern future that includes an 
autonomous Mexico. In the upper third of the image there are eight oil wells with a Mexican flag 
atop each one. The image communicates what is gained, a truly independent country free from 
foreign influence and represented metonymically by the oil wells. What is gained is obtained 
through the people and their brave contributions made at their individual expense, since the 
donations were not their superfluous possessions. There is no leader in this print, no Cárdenas 
valiantly leading the effort. Instead, the people are the leaders, with women at the forefront, but 
only in the name of the nation. Indeed, an interpretation David Adam Morton (2011) offers of 
this image, is the consummation of an official Revolutionary government. The oil expropriation 
allowed a modern State to unify and stump revolutionary origins, all within a capitalist system 
that continued to perpetuate uneven and combined development. The caption accompanying the 
image at the beginning of the collection notes how the events united the entire country. It 
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mentions that at the government’s calling to pay for the compensation of foreign companies – an 
estimate $350 million to indemnify US and British companies (Morton 2011) –, people from all 
social classes, but particularly those belonging to the humblest, spontaneously and 
enthusiastically donated their most beloved object. This selfless act, according to that same 
caption, in turn heightened Mexican’s patriotism.  
 However, we know that the notion of unity had been employed by different cultural and 
political actors for various aims. As mentioned in my previous chapter, Mexican communists 
graphically employed the idea of un frente unido to advance their own ideological agenda in El 
Machete (1924-1938). On the other hand, the Mexican State had called for national unity during 
the 1940s in the face of an international menace that threatened with global nuclear war. It was 
partly how and why President Manuel Ávila Camacho allowed Plutarco Elías Calles to return to 
Mexico after Cárdenas has expelled him from the country. A 1941 photograph shows Cárdenas 
alongside Calles and Ávila Camacho during an event attended by four other presidents: Adolfo 
de la Huerta, Emilio Portes Gil, Pascual Ortiz Rubio, and Abelardo Rodrígez. The State then 
exploited said call in order to consolidate its own status as a governing force. This reunion of 
former foes, alongside Miguel Alemán Valdés’s administration (1946-1952) – a regime that 
consolidated the ruling party through presidential authoritarianism, control of mass 
organizations, and the substitution of class struggle with national unification – allowed the State 
to move further to the political right (Jürgen and Buchenau 2013). Additionally, it is important to 
remember that economic growth during the so-called Mexican Miracle between 1940 and 1970 
was unprecedented, as the State employed investment and protectionist policies through the 
Industrialización por sustitución de importaciones (ISI) to develop strategic industries and incite 
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the economy.118 However, major sectors in the country remained outside of this economic 
growth, as they were forced to earn low wages to pay for the ISI, a result that further exacerbated 
socio-economic inequalities (Gillingham and Smith 2014). This is the context that must be kept 
in mind when the TGP used phrases like “unió a todo el pueblo” and “limpio patriotismo” to 
characterize the events and the country’s atmosphere at the time.119  
 Another interesting 1947 print where the masses physically become one with 
Revolutionary ideals is “Carrillo Puerto, símbolo de la revolución del sureste” by Fernando 
Castro Pacheco, and included in Estampas de la Revolución (see fig. 3.13).120 In the image, 
carrying an enormous “tierra y libertad” banner that disintegrates into the black sky, is a giant 
Felipe Carrillo Puerto, a socialist that supported land reform, and women’s and indigenous 
Mayan’s rights. While his upper body is clearly human, his lower half is made up of a couple 
entities. Immediately cupping him at his midriff is a colossal hand whose fingers come up and 
around his body. The hand and Carrillo Puerto’s body are simultaneously composed of smaller 
campesinos who with raised fists come up from the ground to the elevated Carrillo Puerto. In the 
bottom portion of the towering campesinos are a couple men with machetes scaring off what 
appear to be a couple hacendados, who in turn are frightened and about to run away. Noteworthy 
is the fact that the people in this image are composed of campesinos, highlighting not only 
Carrillo Puerto’s connection to the rural peoples, but also the relationship between the slogan and 
the Revolution, the historic land reform, and the peoples these were supposed to benefit the most 
from the Constitution’s article 27. Additionally, the people are armed, recalling the armed aspect 
                                                
118. Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI). 
 
119. “[…] united all the people,” […] “pure patriotism […]” 
 
120. “Carrillo Puerto, symbol of the Southeast revolution.” 
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of the war and the campesinos’s struggle to combat the government’s desarme efforts during the 
early 1920s.  
 
Figure 3.13. Fernando Castro Pacheco. “Carrillo Puerto, símbolo de la revolución del sureste.” 
Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare Books 
Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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This is an image of a cohesive people physically fighting for land and freedom in support of a 
local leader. However, as Prignitz (1992) notes, perhaps this image also represents the simplicity 
and official narrative that Méndez so much warned against. Prignitz argues that the print fails to 
communicate Carrillo Puerto’s achievement’s as governor, his exemplary legislation, his support 
for workers in the henequen plantations, or the tragic end of his government. In other words, we 
find only abstract and idealized versions of the man and what he represented. The enemy is made 
to be some sort of strawman. I agree with Prignitz’ assessment, and I would add that other prints 
in the collection suffer from the same type of idealization the more subtleties are overlooked.  
In a similar fashion, a 1947 print by Alfredo Zalce titled “La prensa y la Revolución 
Mexicana” included in Grabados de la Revolución shows armed revolutionary men marching 
with flags and weapons in hand against the national press that, according to the image’s caption, 
abused the liberty of expression granted by the 1917 Constitution and practiced an excessive 
“libertinaje” (see fig. 3.14).121 Most of the image is composed of Revolutionary soldiers 
marching down and toward the viewer. Hovering over the crowd are the large heads of four men 
closely and heroically associated with the Revolution: Álvaro Obregón, Venustiano Carranza, 
Zapata, and Madero. As with other prints, these hovering exaggerated figures usually represent 
the ideals and the leaders that embodied them, and their influence with the masses. Occupying 
about a third of the image on the left vertical side are the national and conservative newspapers, 
represented as opponents of the people. Some resemble daggers or swords pointed at the people. 
At the bottom are two beast-like creatures reading and writing the papers.  
                                                





At this intersection, there is a blurring of the positive correlation between collective action and 
collective Mexican identity. Rather than the collective action being mainly constitutive of the 
cultural identity being suggested in the image, as surely was the case in the quantitative aspect of 
Figure 3.14. Alfredo Zalce. “La prensa y la Revolución Mexicana.” Estampas de la Revolución 




the Revolution, it is a few people superimposed on the masses that stand out. It is these leaders – 
Obregón, Carranza, Zapata, and Madero – that are being extoled, which suggests that they 
represented the people and led them to victory. Again, the latter idea might or might not have 
been the case, but that is beside the point. The image is making diachronic leaps to connect the 
masses partaking in armed conflict and a tribute to four specific people. It is obscuring the 
degree to which the masses themselves contributed to creating their own collective cultural 
identity, and is instead underwriting a mythology of four figures.    
The TGP portrayed the cristeros, deceiving the people, as enemies of the Revolutionary 
forces. In the 1947 collection, there are five prints that address the topic, and four of them 
include masses of people. I now discuss these four and examine the ways in which the people 
were portrayed as being duped always by a single religious authority representative of the 
Catholic Mexican institution. Focusing on this topic is important because it evinces the strategies 
employed by the TGP in maintaining an idealized version of the people, even when the latter 
fought against the Revolutionary government’s secular resolve. In the first print, titled “El 
resultado de una pastoral: El levantamiento Cristero, 1926-27,”122 Arturo García Bustos created a 
towering colossal blindfolded man, mouth opened in panic, with one hand raised grasping at the 
air, and a dagger in the other (see fig. 3.15). He is being blindly led and made to attack without 
knowing the full context of whom he is attacking. There is no enemy in sight. Although not to 
the extent as Castro Pacheco’s Carrillo Puerto, this man is partly composed of a few poor people 
                                                
122. “The result of a pastoral [spiritual guidance]: The cristero rise, 1926-27.” 
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seemingly in distress. In between them are a few money bills, and further down are a couple 
sinister-looking men with intense eyes and at least one of them holding what appears to be a 
sword. At the bottom of the giant figure, whose body merges with the ground, are a couple men 
jointly carrying something, presumably a weapon, and being directed by a Catholic leader who 
holds with his left hand a traditional staff of the kind bishops carry, and with the other pointing 
towards the enormous man. On the ground, to the right of everyone, is a skeleton laying 
Figure 3.15. Arturo García Bustos. “El resultado de una pastoral: El levantamiento Cristero, 
1926-27.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the 
Rare Books Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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extended on the ground, and farther away in the distance is a tree with a couple bodies hanging 
from its branches. The manner in which the huge body rises and simultaneously twists is 
suggestive of a tornado or hurricane, and evocative of the tumultuous Cristero War. The brunt of 
the vehement force is concentrated on the upper half of the man, where he carries the lethal 
weapon and swings his other hand. There are some wind swirls surrounding his arms, 
undoubtedly caused by his bodily movements. As we descend along the collective body of the 
people, we start to see the causes of the confused Cristero revolt, chief among them being the 
clergy and the greed for money. The people here are represented as instruments of sinister 
religious factions, as well as victims of the battle, both ideologically and physically. The people 
are manipulated and forced into blind violent action. García Bustos employed this same 
technique of representing the people morphing into a bigger ideal at least once more. In “¡28 
años de lucha contra el imperialismo!”,123 the idealized giant man is no longer a blinded and 
confused peasant, but a strong laborer with a fist in the air standing for the PCM. This gigantic 
peasant rising from the ground has a body composed of workers with axes, banners, and fists in 
the air. The giant man wears a sombrero and, although like his other print his eyes are 
undisclosed, he holds a machete that cuts the hand of imperialism. 
                                                
123. “28 years fighting against imperialism!” 
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 In the second 1947 print that focused on the Cristero War, Fernando Castro Pacheco 
depicted the people as being duped or forced into an alliance with the clergy, Victoriano Huerta, 




Figure 3.16. Fernando Castro Pacheco. “Victoriano Huerta estandarte de la 
reacción.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. 
Courtesy of the Rare Books Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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The dominant figure in the image, titled “Victoriano Huerta estandarte de la reacción,”124 is a 
giant priest hovering above a small marching crowd. He has a caricaturesque evil face, holding 
with a giant ring-adorned hand a flag bearing the face of Huerta with a thin halo, and pointing 
with his other hand at the banner. In the same collection, the third print of the four that address 
the Cristero War, Alberto Beltran did a print titled “El cerro ‘El cubilete’: comienzo de la 
agitación cristera, 11 de enero de 1923” (see fig. 3.17).125  
                                                
124. “Victoriano Huerta, representative of reactionary forces.” 
 
125. “‘The mold’: beginning of the cristero revolt, January 11, 1923.” 
 
Figure 3.17. Alberto Beltrán. “El cerro ‘El cubilete’: comienzo de la agitación cristera. 11 de enero 
de 1923.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare 




In it, we see a religious authority, possibly a priest or bishop, on a large throne being carried by a 
group of more than a dozen poor people embedded within a larger crowd marching up a hill 
toward a Christ-like statue. The men and women carrying the altar are clearly struggling as they 
use their bodies to lift what is surely a heavy platform, one person toward the front even being 
fed water by a woman accompanying the entourage. On the right side of the image stands an 
isolated kneeling kid apparently praying and being held by an old woman who hunches over him, 
one hand on his shoulder and the other pointing toward the floating throne. Farther up ahead 
there are campesinos walking together and carrying banners with crosses on top of them, and 
some buildings one of which has a banner reading “Viva cristo rey,”126 a common battle cry 
repeated by cristeros during the conflict. Lastly, a print by Mariana Yampolsky titled “Asalto al 
tren de Guadalajara, dirigido por el cura Ángulo. 13 de abril de 1927” in the same 1947 
collection shows campesinos running on foot and on horses wielding machetes and firearms up 
to a train that has been set afire (see fig. 3.18).127 We see one campesino gripping a machete with 
both hands, over his head, about to strike a person who has just fallen off the train. While we 
only see the backs of the campesinos as they rush toward the train, the priest on the right-hand 
side of the print directing the attackers is the only person whose face we see. He is wearing his 
traditional black robe and points with his hand while he stares angrily at the campesinos, urging 
them to attack.  
 
                                                
126. “Long live Christ the King.” 
 






What stands out about these four prints that touch on the topic of the Cristero War is the 
presence of a religious authority representing the Catholic institution’s inciting the people to 
battle. In all of them, the religious pressure is represented by the priest occupying a spatially 
central position of influence. Whether it is pointing and directing, or being carried by the crowds, 
all the priests are the source of the ideological and spatial direction for what the people ought to 
accomplish and where to go to achieve that aim. The people are always being conned, 
notwithstanding their faces being caricaturized in Pacheco’s image. The TGP constantly 
portrayed religious figures, particularly during the Cristiada, as manipulative and malicious. 
Figure 3.18. Mariana Yampolsky. “Asalto al tren de Guadalajara, dirigido por el cura Ángulo. 13 de 
abril de 1927.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the 
Rare Books Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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Because these prints eschew the possibility of the people genuinely supporting the supposed 
swindlers, the images ipso facto are consistent with a construction of the masses as representing 
the “true will” of the Mexican populace, an empty signifier for the ideological viewpoint of the 
TGP. It cannot be that the people authentically support a Catholic armed resistance against the 
secular impositions of Calles’s government; rather, they truly are Revolutionary, support the 
government, and are only rising in arms against the State because they are confused. Of course, 
this interpretation of the masses is problematic in that it relegates them to a populace that on its 
own cannot distinguish deceiver from true leader. They can be misled, perhaps easily so, and this 
idea in turn problematizes the degree to which they genuinely support Revolutionary causes such 
as the one the TGP labels as patriotic. 
 Méndez and the rest of the TGP members generally associated the clergy and the 
cristeros as opponents of literacy campaigns, and because he was involved in several projects 
that aimed at promoting literacy and at recruiting teachers, particularly in rural areas, this gave 
him and the artistic collective yet another reason to demonize the cristeros. For instance, in the 
fifth print that addresses the Cristero War in Estampas de la Revolución by Fernando Castro 
Pacheco titled “Los cristeros contra la enseñanza en el campo,”128 a few armed cristeros attack a 
teacher holding a book that reads “ABC.” The decade before that print was made, in 1938, 
Méndez portrayed the masses as simultaneously victims and accusers amid the killing of teachers 
that was occurring frequently during that time (see fig. 3.19). The print was titled “Profesor Juan 
Martínez Escobar, asesinado en presencia de sus alumnos en Acámbaro, Gto. en junio de 
1938,”129 and was included in his 1939 portfolio En nombre de Cristo, han asesinado a más de 
                                                
128. “The cristeros against teaching in the fields.” 
 
129. “Teacher Juan Martínez Escobar, assassinated before his students in Acámbaro, Guanajuato, on June, 1938.” 
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200 maestros, which pictured in seven lithographs different cases in which teachers were 
murdered by fanatic cristeros. “Profesor Juan Martínez Escobar” depicts in a surrealist manner a 
mass of ghostly eyes staring accusatorily at the educator’s murderer, while a worker in overalls – 
possibly the spirit of Martínez Escobar – points with a giant hand at the assassin. The worker’s 
presence drives home the point that workers stand with teachers and soldiers against Catholic 
radicals in bringing education to rural towns, as the image’s caption states. The killer looks back 
at his accuser, dagger in hand, while a Jesus mask with thorns falls off. He only pretends to be 
devout, and under the guise of religion kills those who try to bring literacy to the countryside. 
During this time, but particularly during the Cristero War, conservative rural towns perceived 
schoolteachers as infiltrators sent by the State, and the result was often murder (Long 2017). 
Efforts to counter this tension included State-funded cultural productions such as Méndez’s own 
collection En nombre de cristo and films such as Río Escondido (Fernández 1948), for which 
Méndez contributed prints. The concept of the people here is split between two groups: those that 
attacked teachers – misled by priests –, and those that stood with the fallen teachers, and that 
opposed the cristeros. The problem I raised above persists here. I think that a subsequent issue 
that arises out of that schism is of how it was that the cristeros were able to be deceived, while 
the teachers’ supporters were able to escape the deception. It would seem that it was possible to 
escape trickery, but the criteria for this distinction are unknown and perhaps not thought through. 
For the purposes of the TGP, this distinction did not matter, as the prints neatly delivered that 










Figure 3.19. Leopoldo Méndez. “Profesor Juan Martínez Escobar, asesinado en presencia 
de sus alumnos en Acámbaro, Gto. en junio de 1938.” En nombre de Cristo, han 
asesinado a más de 200 maestros. 1939. 
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 I would now like to address a couple issues related to representations of the people by 
graphic artists whose work pretended to be in favor of the lower classes, and these artists’ 
relationship with a State that often funded their work. As I have stated before, the TGP and other 
Posada inheritors claimed to produce art in favor of the people and the latter’s political and social 
struggles. Yet, there are a few related problems that stem from such endeavors. In The 
Intellectual and His People: Staging the People, Volume 2 (2012), Jacques Rancière addresses 
the issue of how to represent the people’s struggle adequately through the privileged position of 
an art that is partly dependent on the art market and the State. There is a bourgeois subjectivity 
associated with the professional/activist/artist, Rancière argues, that entails a hierarchy within the 
art market and in the dominant culture network. This exchange, in turn, dialogues with the dual 
relationship with the State in which the artists receive funding from the government, yet 
simultaneously make claims of it. Rancière goes on to assert that the demands go beyond mere 
monetary entitlements, such as requesting the State act as promoter of culture in defense of 
commercial interests, prioritizing the appeals of arts organizations in the face of reactionary 
hegemonic agents, and defending national cultural productions from American imperialism. 
What is important here for Rancière is a Marxist interpretation that entails an activation of 
criticism as a weapon against the State: “[t]his possession requires a network of specialists and 
institutions that brings to the most deprived not the treasure of culture but the weapon of 
criticism” (65). This is an important distinction to keep in mind, if one is to evaluate the previous 
images discussed in the present essay not only in their hermeneutic dimension, but in their 
prescriptive capacity. In other words, Who are the images intended for? Who is consuming 
them? And how is this to help the proletariat achieve true class consciousness? The first two are 
questions difficult to answer, as the numbers for their sale and such is scarce. However, one can 
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assume the TGP intended their prints to be consumed by the very masses they claimed to 
represent. The TGP claimed to produce prints in favor of the people, and the question is how 
does this claim help decolonize the people. In order to further delve into the issue, let me begin 
by addressing the complex and symbiotic relationship between Mexican artists and the State.  
In Mexico, there was an ecosystem of tensions between the denunciatory aspect of these 
artists’ work – of which the Mexican State was often a target – on the one hand, and their 
collaboration with that very same object of criticism, on the other. This is an important point to 
address in discussing how the masses were portrayed because the latter often played a role in a 
diametrical opposition between them and a supposedly Revolutionary government. How was it 
that these graphic artists could attack the government, while simultaneously receive subsidies 
from it? Did this negotiation and cooperation entail censorship or an unwitting didactic nature in 
the prints? The questions suggest a simple answer, although there isn’t one. The two sides 
entered this situation for many reasons, including practical ones, as financial issues plagued 
many artists of the era and the State was oftentimes willing to lend monetary support in a quid 
pro quo exchange. It is important to remember that the TGP enjoyed a certain amount of 
autonomy, as it owned its own means of production. The profits from the sale of a TGP edition 
would be split between the artist and the group’s programs. This relative autonomy symbolizes a 
radical break with the mainstream media and a distancing from within the government’s reach. 
In this scenario, the artists weren’t direct employees of the government, yet their services and 
products were in fact widely valued and in high demand during this period. Sometimes, a TGP 
print would be made and produced one day and had to be distributed as early as the very next 
day, which would render the artistic dynamic a very quick-paced one (Williams 2006). The fact 
that the editions of the TGPs own publications, but also the prints that they sold to other 
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organizations, would be posted on public walls and in the streets also meant that the printmakers 
and their graphic arts were more integrated into the social fabric of Mexico. This last fact, 
according to Williams (2006), distinguishes Mexican printmaking from its US counterpart 
despite the oft-quoted parallels often made between them in the 1930s and 1940s. The public 
distribution and the high visibility of the TGP prints caused the Mexico City’s municipal 
government to ban in 1956 the practice of putting up posters on public walls. 
However, the election of the populist Lázaro Cárdenas in 1934 meant the demise of the 
repressive maximato (1929-1934), the eventual exile of Plutarco Elías Calles in 1936, and a 
governmental fostering of leftists and their projects once again. During Cárdenas’s 
administration (1934-1940), printmaking through the TGP and associated artists flourished as a 
vibrant instrument for the expression of socialist ideology to a wide, undereducated, and largely 
illiterate audience. This leftist flourishing was in part due to Cárdenas himself; in March of 1937, 
for instance, the SEP under his regime offered financial support for a 10,000-copy edition of 
Frente a Frente, the LEAR’s publication, and an exhibition in Paris (McClean 2009). But some 
credit was also due to labor leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano and to the Popular Front 
Alliance of the PCM (Wechsler 2006). Like many of his contemporaries, Alfredo Zalce, for 
example, worked for the governmental Cultural Missions to spread revolutionary thought to rural 
towns by painting murals in public buildings, and as director of the Open Air School at Taxco in 
the early 1930s. Some years before this tight State-artists cooperation, graphic artists already had 
a history of having participated with the official government: although the official political 
posture of LEAR members was vehemently anti-establishment, these members also had a history 
of working with the government when it did not try to directly influence their artistic or 
intellectuals endeavors (Caplow 2007). List Arzubide, one of the founders of the leftist 
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Estridentismo, had served under the Carranza administration (1914-1920) for seven years (Brunk 
2008). And as I mentioned towards the end of my last chapter, after his return from the US 
Rivera infamously continued to work under the Calles administration on state-sponsored murals, 
a collaboration that caused Méndez to produce a print in 1934 criticizing Rivera and the 
government. Later, although the majority of artists and intellectuals still stood in stark opposition 
to the Calles administration, some attempted to undermine the repressive regime from within, 
mainly inside the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP).  
Such was the case when Leopoldo Méndez was appointed in 1931 director of the Section 
of Drawing and Plastic Arts of the SEP, a post he held for about a year. According to Caplow 
(2007), he founded a type of graphics workshop or studio in the basement of the SEP building 
and also endeavored to make numerous improvements in the public school arts curriculum. 
Méndez was generally interested in education, and particularly in art education, and the post-
revolutionary governments had been politically committed to creating a systematic education 
reform by creating thousands of public schools and a sustainable national school system. 
Nonetheless, along with David Alfaro Siqueiros, Méndez accused the schools of promoting art 
for art’s sake and of deliberately avoiding a political art that would serve the interests of the 
people in the lower socio-economics sectors. Even during his short tenure at the SEP, Méndez 
used art as a tool of opposition and as a mechanism to reach the lower classes. He worked on the 
governmental newspaper El Sembrador and magazine El Maestro Rural, which were part of the 
official Misiones Culturales and intended for campesinos, through urban and rural 
schoolteachers, to integrate the rural population into the post-Revolutionary State by imposing 
ideas of health and hygiene (Gudiño 2008). Caplow (2007) tells an anecdote of Méndez’s refusal 
to incorporate images that didn’t directly engage the reader or relate content that had to do with 
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social realities: “According to Bosques, Ezequiel Padilla, Mexico’s minister of education, asked 
Méndez to design the cover of the first issue of El Sembrador, suggesting that the artist create an 
image of ‘a person sowing stars’. But Méndez, a realist, considered this concept ridiculous, 
preferring to show the man sowing seeds of corn” (80). Méndez knew that to a largely illiterate 
audience, the graphics frequently clarified or expounded on the often-enigmatic text; the 
magazine’s ideological content combined with its discursive power rendered the images a 
formidable mode of communication and propaganda, one that exceeded the extent of those of 
many murals. 
Some of Méndez’s prints for El Sembrador had a didactic and moralistic character, as can 




Figure 3.20. Leopoldo Méndez, “Protest Against Alcoholism,” El Sembrador. 1929. 
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Here, a woman weeps over her drunk husband as he lays on the ground unconscious. The 
drunken and uncaring face of the man contrasts with the hidden, and presumably weeping, face 
of the woman as she pulls at him to wake him up. The image portrays a sense of loss and demise 
that comes from excessive consumption of alcohol. Importantly, there is a preference given to 
the didactic message over the space and legitimacy the masses in the background occupy. There 
are scores of campesinos with empty banners rallying behind the couple, relegating them literally 
and metaphorically to the background. Although they look on as if to say “you prefer being 
drunk to joining us,” opening a slight possibility that alcoholism is a deterrent to joining the 
social fight, I argue that the masses are instead being utilized to bolster the print’s argument. The 
blank banners are a key component of my interpretation, as they are taken as empty signifiers for 
whatever one could be protesting about, thereby belittling the pressing issues at the time. Instead 
of contextualizing the urgent situation the nascent maximato was starting to produce, the image 
eschews the legitimate social demands poorer Mexicans had. The message of the print is that no 
matter what peasants might be protesting about, there is a bigger social ill affecting Mexican 
society, one that the State was attempting to eradicate in the name of modernity. The blank 
banners are a technique I will discuss later employed by artists who had a skeptical viewpoint of 
heavily political prints. However, this is not to say that Méndez regularly demoted the plight of 
the poor, or even that he did not produce politically-committed prints; indeed, he and the rest of 
the TGP were characterized by the social and political aspect of their work. I shall return to this 
point later. 
Although Méndez was working intermittently with the government during the Calles’s 
rule, he would do that all the more so subsequently. By 1938, Méndez, like most of his fellow 
artists and intellectuals, had come to trust the socialist and populist leanings of Cárdenas, and 
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Méndez reflected this support for the Mexican government through some of his prints. His 1938 
“El imperialismo y la guerra,”130 for instance, was originally designed as a flyer that incorporated 
a pacifist quote by Cárdenas. One banner the figure carries shows the Nazi symbol, while the 
other ones has a capitalist dollar sign: the two symbols paradigmatic of the way the graphic arts 
portrayed the enemy. As the figure walks through a town with bayonet-like weapons as its feet, it 
ravages everything it encounters. Méndez had renounced his position at the SEP by 1932, but 
after Cárdenas was elected president he continued to work with socialist-imbued education 
programs promoted by the government. For instance, he produced “The Vaccination” in 1935 in 
order to demystify the vaccination procedure for the rural poor who could not read. During this 
year, Cárdenas expanded public health facilities in rural areas, and Méndez – while an instructor 
at the Escuela de Artes Plásticas in Morelia, Michoacán – participated in the official campaign. It 
is interesting here to note that only a few years earlier, Rivera produced a very similar image in 
the US. Between 1932 and 1933 Rivera painted a mural at the Detroit Institute of Arts consisting 
of twenty-seven panels and which depicted work at the Ford Motor Company. The mural 
included “Vaccination” in the north wall, which illustrates an Anglo-Saxon baby being 
vaccinated by a Mary-looking nurse and a male doctor in a ceremonial ambience. The animals at 
the forefront of the image, the blond hair of the baby that is evocative of a halo, and the overall 
spiritual feeling of the picture gave the mural an almost sacrilegious undertone to it, which is part 
of what caused controversy with the mural in the public’s eye. However, although Rivera was a 
committed leftist Mexican artist, and despite accusations of his joining the enemy by working 
both for the Calles administration and with US capitalists, the work is subversive in being 
provocative. Méndez’s vaccination scene, on the other hand, is devoid of any political or 
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blasphemous statements and avoids any socio-political commentaries. Instead, it functions 
pragmatically to carry a didactic message to its wide and diverse audience, both in urban and 
rural Mexican areas. 
As we have seen, the prints sometimes highlighted other themes only tangentially related 
to the people by sidelining the masses, sometimes in a contradictory manner, since the primary 
object was to cooperate in cultural and educational projects with the State. Another example is 
the aforementioned collection by Méndez, En nombre de Cristo, han asesinado a más de 200 
maestros, partly funded by the government. What happens with the cristeros that murdered the 
schoolteachers? Are they not also part of the people and the masses belonging to the lower socio-
economic strata? There is a psychotic break with the entity “the masses,” one that encapsulates 
the heterogeneity of the collective identity of the Mexican people outside of the images 
themselves. However, these complexities are not addressed in the prints. Furthermore, the TGP 
purposefully interpreted in a positive light Miguel Alemán Valdés’s industrialization efforts 
during the time he was president, so as to obtain governmental sponsorship for Grabados de la 
Revolución Mexicana. However, the administration continually refused and consequently there 
were delays in the publication leading to only 550 copies being published in November 1947. 
The serialization of the portfolio by the newspaper El Nacional gave the TGP its biggest 
audience ever for its artwork (McClean 2009). The TGP had already started working, toward the 
end of World War II, with President Ávila Camacho and his regime on a national literacy 
campaign under the auspices of SEP secretary Jaime Torres Bodet (Wechsler 2006). Then, the 
two monthly publications of Siqueiros’s Centro de Arte Moderno Realista, 1945 and 1946, along 
with the TGP, endorsed the candidacy of Alemán Valdés (Musacchio 2007). 
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The other question which I’m interested in is the seemingly eternal difficulty of how to 
responsibly represent the Other, or to use the language I have been employing throughout, the 
collective identity enacted by the masses and inherent in these prints. Again, Rancière (2012) 
proves to be a useful theoretical springboard. The French philosopher points to the encounter 
between the painter and the working-class whose struggle s/he is attempting to capture in the 
artwork. What happens when the painter’s image contradicts that of the working class? They 
might appreciate and recognize each other, but that interaction doesn’t provide any solutions as 
to the translation of the quality of the experiences of each. “[R]epresenting work and people at 
work was not representing and serving the struggles of the workers,” Rancière argues, and later 
asserts that there is an “inability to put this struggle into the image” (53). In other words, the 
struggle the artist is imbuing into the print might not necessarily correspond to the lived struggle 
of the proletariat. Popular versions of these concerns that immediately come to my mind include 
Gayatri Spivak’s question of whether the subaltern can speak, and so one must ask, Can the 
Mexican campesinos and workers not speak on their own? The reader will recall proposed 
solutions such as the Latin American literary genre known as testimonio, in which a lettered city 
intercessor interviewed the Other/subaltern, and then produced a work of literature attempting to 
portray as genuinely as possible the subject’s troubles. There would seem something akin to this 
genre occurring with the Mexican prints. Naturally, these types of answers come with problems 
of their own, which in turn have produced even more solutions to those meta-problems. One 
acute recent discussion of this topic comes by way of Horacio Legrás in his discussion of 
Rivera’s work. In his book, Culture and Revolution: Violence, Memory, and the Making of 
Modern Mexico (2017), Legrás alludes to the notion of fantasy to refer to fantasies as lies, since 
traversing them cannot yield an accurate relationship with the Real. By way of example, he cites 
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Salvador Novo in his La estatua de sal: “I don’t even know if now, at a distance of several years, 
it would be possible for me to sketch the true image, the true impression of that nightmare which, 
despite the revolutionary protestations of my generation, was the senseless brutality of the 
revolution” (qtd. in Legrás 2017, 6-7). Following this idea, Legrás is concerned with the gap that 
exists in Rivera’s murals between the masses as an insurgent force in Revolutionary Mexico (and 
perhaps beyond), and the masses as a visible political subject and object of murals. The answer, 
according to Legrás, is that they are in fact not paintable, and Rivera to a certain extent was 
aware of this impasse, since a process of desubjectivization ensues when the people abandon 
their roles as workers or peasants in order to be insurgent. Therefore, to paint the people and this 
process is to depict the people by way of an insufficient image or symbol, since the painter has to 
paint something. According to Legrás, one example of this development occurs in Rivera’s 
“Salida de la mina,”131 painted at the SEP in 1923.  
Reflecting on the previous lines of inquiry, I argue that vis-à-vis the spaces the masses 
occupy in the TGP prints, what is most relevant is Gilberto Giménez’s theory on collective 
identities. The latter is pertinent for a few reasons. It delves into an aspect of Mexican identity 
not traditionally discussed when analyzing the construction of that identity, that is, collective 
action. For Giménez, collective action is constitutive, although not exhaustively so, of a Mexican 
identity that does not homogenize, and can take the forms of strikes, protests, and mass 
mobilizations. Since the 1920s, Mexican bodies have gathered in public spaces, particularly in 
metropolitan spaces such as Mexico City, under nation-wide organizations, to protest a failed 
allegedly-Revolutionary State. On the other hand, Giménez’s ideas continue the fertile 
interweaving of Mexican identity and cultural productions, as the latter have been significant for 
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the development of the former. Additionally, critical focus on the TGP has only recently began 
in the 1990s, more intensely in the 2000s, and with archival work developed in the 1980s. Much 
important light has been shed on the collective’s work, due in large part to scholars Helga 
Prignitz-Poda and Deborah Caplow. The prints I have discussed are apt case studies to analyze 
how collective action has influenced cultural productions in Mexico, and how these two in turn 
have contributed to the construction of a non-essential Mexican identity. The representation of 
the masses as a Mexican subject is what I have focused on in this chapter, as the political context 
during the 1940s, but under the influence of the 1930s and as a predecessor of the 1950s, shaped 
the graphic artists’ views of the Revolution and its political and cultural consequences.  
I would like to conclude this chapter by discussing when artists working during this same 
period included representations of masses in their work, yet did not claim to do so in the service 
of the people. Do the issues previously discussed then no longer arise? In contrast to the 
Revolutionary interpretations of the masses in the graphic arts I have been discussing throughout 
this chapter, consider the nuanced way José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949) portrayed the masses 
in the 1930s. In a 1935 print titled “Las masas,”132 TGP guest member Orozco depicted the 
masses with heads composed entirely of mouths, without necks, and grotesque bodies (see fig. 
3.21). The vast sea of bodies stands tightly packed together, producing a sense of anxiety as they 
scream simultaneously with disproportionate arms and hands. Their legs and feet overlap, and 
some mouths bizarrely move down their bodies reaching their bellies and in one instance a 
crotch. According to Orozco’s son, Clemente Orozco (Orozco 2004), this mass is directionless 
and motionless, and the front of the line resembles a fish-eye lens, with some hands pointing in 
different directions. There’s something to his observations. The fact that the flags waving around 
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are only shaded in and lack a message contributes to the idea that this crowd stands for nothing 





Figure 3.21. José Clemente Orozco. “Las masas”. 1935. Author’s photograph. Acervo Museo de Arte 
Carrillo Gil. Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura, México. 
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The people are simply there, assembled, producing gibberish with their mouths yielding an 
extremely jarring cacophony of nonsense. Although some barely-visible faces appear farther 
back, the spatial focus is on the mouths. The entities are not individualized. This crowd is fond of 
speaking loudly about nothing, simply for the sake of talking. They have no eyes to see what’s in 
front of them and therefore suffer from myopia. Orozco painted a visually similar mural at the 
Biblioteca Gabino Ortíz in Jiquilpan, Michoacán, in 1940. Like the lithograph from five years 
earlier, bodies with mouths for heads gather and wave flags around. Unlike the 1935 image, 
however, this crowd carries sticks and stones, alluding to the violence directionless masses can 
participate in. The cristeros could be an instance of this misdirection. The flags still lack a 
message, but containing the only colors in the mural they are shaded in red and black. It is still a 
mass that produces loud noise for no reason at all and can be easily manipulated.  
Interestingly, a 1939 print titled “Propaganda” by Alfredo Zalce employs similar 
characters with mouths for heads, but does not apply it to entire masses (see fig. 3.22). In the 
print, planes drop propaganda in the form of leaflets and flyers as a few mouths attached to 
distorted bodies scream and run around on the ground. In the background, a large mouth that 
functions as a megaphone attached to an amplifier grins as it stands between some buildings. To 
the left side of the print are a group of soldiers, peasants, workers, and caudillos, as they laugh 
and observe the chaos happening in front of them. They hold a variety of tools in their hands, 
while a pile of firearms rests in front of them, some guns pointing back at them representing the 
threat even they face. The fact that this very motley group consisting of both civilians and 
Statesmen laugh mockingly, alludes to the idea that anyone can deceive, and suggests that the 
State per se is not the enemy. It would seem to take a non-partisan stance with regards to whom 
and why the enemy is. In this print, the subject composed of a body with a loud mouth, both by 
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the receiving subjects but also by the propaganda machine, serves as a kind of cautionary tale 
about what talking too much and too loudly can lead to. Clearly it is a negative motif, and as in 




Figure 3.22. Alfredo Zalce. “Propaganda.” 1939. 
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The representation of the masses from the perspective of a disappointed observer fits 
Orozco’s overall artwork vis-à-vis the Revolution and its aftereffects. He was not a militant 
activist as Rivera or Siqueiros, as his only recorded political commitment was when he joined the 
Casa del Obrero Mundial, a pro-worker, anti-peasant, but anarcho-syndicalist group. Indeed, he 
often lampooned even ideologies to which his friends subscribed to, including communism, as 
visible in his mural “Hidalgo, circo político y fuerzas tenebrosas” at the Palacio de Gobierno in 
Guadalajara.133 He was the cartoonist for the anti-Maderista newspaper El Ahuizote (Rashkin 
2011), and was recruited during the civil war by Dr. Atl to become the cartoonist for the 
newspaper of the Casa del Obrero Mundial, La Vanguardia, for which he accompanied the Red 
Battalions which fought against Villa and Zapata (Anreus 2012). Orozco’s training as a 
cartoonist lent his work a satirical slant, which parallels his ambiguous views of the Revolution 
(Legrás 2017). Unlike Rivera who openly celebrated the Revolution, Orozco resembles other 
cultural productions with a disillusioned perspective of the confrontation, such as Mariano 
Azuela’s classic text Los de abajo ([1915] 1960) or Fernando de Fuentes’s Golden Age-era film 
¡Vámonos con Pancho Villa! (1936). Although Orozco did tend to represent the tragedies and 
casualties of armed conflict, he was less enthusiastic about pushing a specific ideological agenda 
in his work. Even a 1936 lithograph titled “Zapatistas,” showing a mass of Zapatistas wearing 
sombreros and cartridge belts facing the viewer, depicted the people’s expressions in a 
humoristic manner as some are deformed, others with closed eyes, and still others with wide 
confused eyes.   
Moreover, a visually similar scene of a demonstration is portrayed by Orozco in an 
entirely different light than by Fernando Castro Pacheco. In 1935, Orozco created a lithograph 
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titled “Manifestación” showing a mass of protesters carrying banners reading generic messages 
like “PROTESTAS,” “EXPLO123456,” “ABCDE,” and “1234567891011” (see fig. 3.23).134  
 
Like the other mass he created that same year, this one carries the same type of meaningless 
messages, as it is a representation of the masses that gathered and marched. The bodies 
compacted tightly together resemble the compression of his masses with mouths for heads. This 
mass is highly organized and controlled, and resembles a cookie-cutter corpus of bodies with the 
edges neatly delineated. The few visible faces along the sidelines and the front correspond to 
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Figure 3.23. José Clemente Orozco. “Manifestación.” 1935. 
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higher-class men, insinuating that the large group is either coordinated by or composed of the 
elite, although the former is more plausible. The men are unenthused, and seem to march out of 
obligation. The print contrasts starkly with a 1947 print titled “Las demandas del pueblo y la 
amenaza de la reacción” by Fernando Castro Pacheco included in Estampas de la Revolución,135 
in which the people are shown as a disenfranchised community with legitimate social demands 
(see fig. 3.24). Although there is a mass of bodies demonstrating in a spatially similar manner as 
Orozco’s, the composition of this crowd and its surroundings is strikingly different. The banners 
they carry say “Educación,” “Tierras,” and “Irrigación,” which contextualize the demands. 
Although the plea for land and irrigation were immediate local necessities, education was more a 
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Figure 3.24. Fernando Castro Pacheco. “Las demandas del pueblo y la amenaza de la reacción.” 
Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 1947. Author’s photograph. Courtesy of the Rare Books 
Collection, Milwaukee Public Library. 
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State enterprise that some graphic artists were involved with. The campesinos march along 
somewhat tiresome, but much more human-like than Orozco’s mass. The bodies are not 
condensed as tightly, and they appear less as a controlled group than as a sector of society forced 
by oppressive conditions to go out into the streets and occupy a public space. While Orozco’s 
manifestation takes place out in the open with no geo-political markers, Castro Pacheco’s gives 
us a background. There is a building in the back resembling a governmental building or some 
other influential structure. Standing upon it are a few elite men yelling and screaming, with one 
of them looking like a monkey gripping a light-post in the manner of King Kong on top of the 
Empire State building. Instead of working with and for the people, they rule them with little 
empathy for the downtrodden. There is one other bigger figure wearing a top hat standing with 
the yelling men. He holds a cartoonish round black time bomb with a burning wick and is ready 
to throw it at the crowd. He and his fellow oppressors are angry at the working class because the 
latter has dared to walk out and demand improved working and living conditions, and are 
prepared to destroy them because of it. Importantly, the manifestation below and in front of the 
governing elite walks away from them, giving the sense that they are prepared to accept the 
negative consequences that might ensue. A print by Méndez for the 1938 calendar for the 
Universidad Obrera de México, titled “Corran que ahí viene la bola,”136 shows a mass of 
demonstrators protesting against the bourgeois class. However, unlike the prints by Castro 
Pacheco and Orozco, the masses in Méndez’s image literally and metaphorically scare away the 
elite, metonymically represented by a large bourgeois woman, perhaps alluding to the political 
power her class wields. Fittingly, the print is for the month of November, the same month when 
Mexico’s Revolution is celebrated. The focus of Castro Pacheco’s print is on the legitimate 
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social demands that the lower socioeconomic class has and makes publicly in the form of 
manifestation. It recognizes their plight. 
It is important to remember that when Orozco created “Las masas” and “Manifestación” 
in 1935, he had just returned from a five-and-a-half-year stint in the United States. He was 
undoubtedly shocked by the discontent of the swarms of Mexican citizens of the unfulfilled 
promises of reform by the Calles government. On the other hand, the government also played a 
large part in controlling these crowds, as it often organized them and particularly the workers 
into trade unions to limit protests and prevent even more violent uprisings (Adès et al. 2009). 
Upon his return, besides a blind body politic gathering in public spaces, Orozco disparaged a 
couple other shortcomings of post-Revolutionary Mexico: a superficial tourist yearning for 
popular crafts and the failure of sworn reforms by the government (Ittmann 2006b). These two 
prints reflect Orozco’s view of that socio-political context as the masses are portrayed as 
organized and tightly-controlled entities whose members are barely human, and not at all 
individualized. The highly-political outlet LEAR reprinted “Manifestación” in its issue number 5 
on August 1936, without acknowledging the print’s cynical view. Instead, the editors embedded 
the print within an article about the importance of artists’ work in general. While the inclusion of 
the print could be seen as ironic, given the contrasting views of the journal and the print, it could 
also be an act of including artists’ prints without censorship, the latter being a point the article 
does touch on. A 1937 picture by the LEAR publication Frente a Frente show an organized rally 
of workers, probably by the government, at the City of Mexico’s Zócalo (see fig. 3.25). The 
paragraph in the article accompanying the picture mentions that the rally took place on the 
anniversary of the Revolution (November 20), and that more than 100,000 workers gathered 
including artisans, intellectuals, and artists, at the service of the State (“En el mundo pasa 
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esto…” 1936, 3). The accompanying article also incorporated communist language when it 
stated that the workers put aside their differences and came together to create class consciousness 
against a common enemy; and although it is not specified who the latter is, threats from the Nazi 
regime in Germany and United States imperialism – although more so the first one – were 
augmented in these pages.137 
In conclusion, I have analyzed the images that Mexican graphic artists, including the 
Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP), created between the 1930s and the 1950s. The theories 
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Figure 3.25. “En el mundo pasa esto…” Frente a Frente. March, 1937. Photograph by 
Sureya Hernández and María Andrea Giovine. 
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elaborated by Judith Butler and Gilberto Giménez on the performative acts of public gatherings 
and on mass mobilizations as constitutive of Mexican identity, respectively, are imperative to 
thinking about Mexico’s ecosystem consisting of Mexican graphic arts, culture, and the 
precarious but developing socio-political context after the country’s Revolution. I am interested 
in the role the masses played, as an entity and as a proxy for the collective Mexican populace – 
and by extension, the TGP’s own socially-engaged perspectives – in viewing key moments in the 
country’s diachronic timeline of events during and after the Revolution. I have highlighted the 
dialogue between the artists’ claim that they were working on behalf of the people, on the one 
hand, and the diverse uses they made of masses in their prints – sometimes contradicting that 
claim –, on the other. I have detected several key recurring themes: inserting a supporting mass 
to highlight a key figure or political project; portraying a mass morphing into a leader or cause; 
and lambasting the clergy and the cristeros by portraying the masses as being deceived. The 
portrayal of the masses was done in a positive light, an affirmative illustration I have called a 
“Revolutionary representation,” and it contrasts with other artists of the era, e.g., José Clemente 
Orozco, who tended to have a cynical view of the Revolution and its subsequent socio-political 
corollaries, including the masses and social demands. It is my hope that with this chapter, I will 
have contributed to a corpus of works that focuses on Mexican culture immediately after the 
Revolution, while at the same time deconstructing the misguided narrative that the construction 
of Mexican identity was unilateral, vertical, and mainly carried out by a hegemonic State. The 
representation of the lower socio-economic sectors of society was additionally executed by 
graphic artists who identified with a political and cultural left that believed in the Revolution’s 
ideals to bring social justice to the disenfranchised, artists who often worked in State-supported 




Latinx Graphics: The Legacy of the Mexican Graphic Arts in the 
Chicano Movement of the 1960s and 1970s 
 
 The Mexican graphic arts during the 1930s and 1940s were influential in their quality and 
cultural impact, to the extent that they crossed in a prominent way the northern international 
border to California during the impactful Chicano movement of the 1960s and 1970s. In this 
chapter, I explore the ways in which the Chicano movement, with César Chávez at its helm and 
the newspaper El Malcriado (1964-1975) as its outlet, inherited the strategies employed by 
Mexican graphic artists and artistic outlets after the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). This is an 
important study because there is a direct line from Mexican cultural productions in the successful 
strategies employed by the Chicano movement. Being composed mainly by Mexican migrants in 
the Pacific US, the movement used its newspaper, which at first was its unofficial organ, as its 
main tool against the hegemonic agricultural business conglomerate that exploited farmworkers 
in what was a flourishing multi-million-dollar industry (Galarza 1977). In conjunction with the 
production and distribution of El Malcriado – roughly translated as “the miscreant” or “the 
troublemaker” – the Chicano movement heavily endorsed striking (“La Huelga”) and boycotting 
as approaches to obtaining workers’ rights, a goal largely captured under the term “La Causa.” I 
begin with a socio-cultural context of the beginnings of the agricultural business in Western 
United States that incited the rise of the farmworkers’ program. I then focus on the development 
of what was initially the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) in the early 1960s, and I 
finally highlight the privileged cultural and political space that El Malcriado occupied in terms 
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of carrying out the objectives of the NFWA to a largely illiterate audience. I focus on the concept 
of the people as a Chicano subject, with the Movement that started in the 1960s as the 
foundations of a Chicano literary tradition that encompassed mostly Mexican-Americans in the 
Pacific agricultural fields. Lastly, I refer to John Alba Cutler’s (2015) notion of the ends of 
assimilation to assess El Malcriado’s dialogue with a sociology of assimilation that tends to 
homogenize the United States as a nation.  
 El Malcriado was mostly a bi-weekly publication that was printed, on and off, between 
1964 and 1975. It included editorials, articles, advertisements, news pieces, and, most 
importantly, imagery such as drawings, comics, prints, and photography, all of which centered 
around the struggle between farmworkers in California and the powerful agricultural business 
composed of the growers, the contractors, and any other political and social actor that supported 
the agribusiness. The publication was an important tool for the Movement in rallying support for 
La Causa by goading readers to become paying members of the organization allied with the 
publication. This organization was the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA), lead by 
César Chávez and in charge of leading the Movement. The first issue of El Malcriado was 
published in December, 1964, by the NFWA. However, because of concerns about powerful 
interests carrying out libel lawsuits, the Association created the Farm Workers Press (FWP), 
which consisted of staff that also belonged to the NFWA. Thus, El Malcriado was essentially, 
although not legally, the unofficial outlet of the Association (Reyes Guerrero 2004). The FWP 
continued publishing 60 issues until August 17, 1967. In 1965, the NFWA merged with the 
Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC) to transition into the United Farm 
Workers Organizing Committee (UFWOC), a newly-formed organization that bought the 
newspaper and published the rest of the issues after 1967 until 1975. In 1972, the UFWOC 
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became the United Farm Workers (UFW) union. For this latter era, the newspaper became the 
official outlet of the UFWOC. Other approaches the publication endorsed were organizing 
efforts such as to join the boycott of different agricultural products belonging to companies that 
refused to grant workers their demands, as well as strikes by workers of those same companies. 
The Movement during this decade and the next represented the culmination of a struggle 
between workers and the higher-ups in the agricultural fields, so how did these unequal relations 
of power between California farmers and workers develop before and up to the 1960s? 
 The growth of California agriculture harkens back to the late eighteenth century when 
European expansion into California played an important role in the formation of an agricultural 
system that prioritized cheap labor at the expense of workers’ rights. Early attempts to organize 
in the San Joaquin Valley, between San Francisco and Sacramento, up until the middle of the 
twentieth century by farmworkers continuously failed due to powerful agricultural interests and 
their influential political allies in the government. This effective network of agribusiness 
interests consisted of the courts, the police, state and federal laws, and the financial backing of 
corporations and banks (Reyes Guerrero 2004, Galarza 1977). Growers worked together through 
associations in order to disrupt workers’ efforts to unionize by employing such tactics as 
preventing state and federal legislation that would grant farmworkers benefits like minimum 
wage and unemployment insurance. By establishing systems that controlled and regulated 
harvest labor, these growers through the agricultural business gained profits from the 
exploitation of cheap labor, a workforce that was vulnerable due to poverty, susceptible to 
deportation, and had hardly any political rights (Reyes Guerrero 2004, Weber 1994). This 
asymmetrical relationship between growers and farmworkers changed drastically with the onset 
of the Chicano Movement that originated in the 1960s, and whose leader was a César Chávez 
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whose family was well-acquainted with the plight of lower socio-economic immigrant workers 
in the United States’ Midwest.  
 César Chávez’ immigration history begins when his own grandfather immigrated to the 
US during the early twentieth century. According to Víctor Fuentes (2016), who worked with 
Chávez during the 1960s in El Malcriado, Cesario Chávez moved to El Paso, TX from 
Chihuahua. His fifteen children, which included César’s father Librado Chávez who was two at 
the time, would eventually join him. With time, the family moved to Gila Valley in the Yuma 
County of Arizona, where Cesario constructed his house and farm, and worked in the Presa 
Laguna. Librado lives with his family until he marries in 1924 at the age of 38, and a few years 
later has César in 1927. Librado buys a business near his ranch, composed of three locations: a 
grocery store, a garage, and a pool saloon. Through a series of bad deals he is the victim of, most 
of his business goes under and is forced to sell most of it and is barely able to pay his creditors. 
Nonetheless, Librado is compassionate and generous in continuing to sell by credit to many of 
his clients and family members, and his wife Juana fed those around them that lacked 
sustenance. The family lived happy times playing in the fields of the ranch and in the home, 
through a traditional Christian life. In school, to which he sometimes was forced to walk 
barefooted up to 1.25 miles, César could not speak Spanish. In 1939, Librado loses his ranch and 
moves with his family to California in the middle of a Depression Era whose extremely negative 
impact was exacerbated by the Dust Bowl that brought in droughts and dust storms. During this 
time there was an increase in immigrants, which is when the term “illegals” started to be used. 
More importantly to our purposes, it was a time when the wages of Californian farmworkers 
decreased at the same rate that the benefits of the ranchers increased (Fuentes 2016, McCarey 
1939). Throughout his life, César Chávez – who identified with the the pachuco, a figure 
222 
 
popularized in Mexico by the famed actor Germán Valdés “Tin Tan” – together with his family 
underwent severe socio-economic hardships as they were constantly looking for work and moved 
from place to place. In 1942, he quit seventh grade and worked in the fields in order to avoid his 
mother working in the same area; the family unit picked peas and lettuce in the Winter, cherries 
and beans in the Spring, and corn and grapes in the Summer, and cotton in the Fall. César 
enlisted in the US Navy at the age of seventeen in 1946, and upon his return in 1946 begins his 
union activities when he joins the National Agricultural Workers’ Union. In 1947 at twenty years 
old, he becomes a member of the National Labor Union. In 1952, he leaves the fields and begins 
to work as an organizer with Fred Ross, a highly influential figure in Chávez’s life to whom 
Father Donald McDonnell had introduced. He works at the Community Service Organization 
(CSO), a Chicano civil rights group. In 1958, he would become the CSO’s national director and 
in 1962 would leave the organization to co-found with Dolores Huerta the National Farm 
Workers Association (NFWA). It is this organization, which would later become the United 
Farm Workers Organizing Committee (UFWOC), that would lead the influential Chicano 
movement, as well as be responsible for publishing the movement’s newspaper, El Malcriado 
(Fuentes 2016, Bruns 2013, “César Chávez Grows Up,” “The Story of César Chávez: The 
Beginning”). 
 I now move on to discuss some aspects of El Malcriado and its publishing and content 
details. I then analyze its visual imagery and its antecedent within the Mexican socio-political 
context. In broad strokes, one can divide the newspaper into two large epochs that dictated the 
ways and the extent to which the newspaper could carry out its aims, which broadly speaking 
consisted of spreading its message, contributing to organizing efforts, and functioning as a forum 
mainly in its regular section that published letters to the editor. The first era – considered the first 
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of nine volumes – ranged from the first issue published in December 1964 until its 60th issue 
published on August 17, 1967. The founding group consisted of César Chávez, Dolores Huerta, 
Gilberto Padilla, and Antonio Orendain, with Bill Esher as the editor throughout most of this 
time. The second period, with Doug Adair as editor, occurred after a 6-month hiatus caused by a 
lack of funding when the newspaper began to be published again with the February 1968 issue. 
The main factor that characterized this second stage is that it became the official outlet of the 
newly-formed UFWOC. Because of the official links in place now between the UFWOC and the 
publication, and because the Union had gained support by such influential and politically-backed 
organizations like the Democratic Party, the United Auto Workers (UAW), and the American 
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the newspaper was 
now subjected to more regulation and censorship. While its focus was earlier placed on the 
farmworker, the latter now took backstage and the newspaper was now centering its efforts on 
rallying support for La Causa and on boycotts which had visibility on an international stage. It 
now was speaking to allies and backers of workers, instead of to the workers themselves (Reyes 
Guerrero 2004). Its covers now included global figures such as Robert Kennedy and Martin 
Luther King, Jr., and Chávez had now attained a universal spotlight as well, appearing on the 
cover of Time magazine, featured in The New Yorker, and visiting fellow workers overseas. 
Therefore, the publication had to craft its content carefully and not publish content the AFL-CIO, 
for instance, thought inappropriate. 
El Malcriado followed very closely the tradition of Mexican graphic artists, and 
particularly the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP), in the methods they employed to carry out their 
objectives. This is a significant fact about the Chicano Movement’s outlet because it both 
confirms and continues the effectiveness of narratives associated with the Mexican Revolution 
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(1910-1920). The TGP claimed, firstly, to be working on behalf of the people, and to this end 
imbued their work with the ideals of figures such as Emiliano Zapata and Francisco “Pancho” 
Villa. This is the reason they named their prominent 1947 collection Estampas de la Revolución 
Mexicana, even though the prints cut across the civil war up until the year the compilation was 
printed. The artistic collective followed the tradition of José Guadalupe Posada in carrying out 
this goal visually, publishing and distributing original prints. The TGP often focused on the 
plight of the downtrodden and the socioeconomic inequalities that secured their place in society. 
It is these aspects of the TGP that I would like to focus on in order to trace how and why El 
Malcriado inherited Mexican graphic artists’ vision of a utopian society.  
It was only the first issue of volume one that the National Farm Workers Association 
(NFWA) published, while the Farm Workers Press (FWP) took care of the rest of the volume. 
This was a time when the NFWA distanced itself legally from the contents of the newspaper in 
order to avoid legal liability. And indeed, volumes 2-9 would be the target of libel lawsuits from 
Bud Antel, Inc., a California-based food conglomerate that would be bought in 1978 by Castle & 
Cooke (Reyes Guerrero 2004, Cypher and Dietz [1997] 2004). Therefore, El Malcriado created 
the FWP to nominally be responsible for the publishing of the newspaper in a building located 
near the NFWA’s. In order to reinforce the strategy’s effectiveness, the newspaper frequently 
published the following disclaimer: “‘El Malcriado’, the Voice of the Farm Worker, is an 
independent publication, and is not the ‘official newspaper’ of any person or group. The editors 
are solely responsible for all statements and views expressed here.” Although Chávez and Huerta 
would be responsible for the articles during the first issues (Reyes Guerrero 2004), there would 
be no names published for any of the staff members. This situation was not unlike that of the 
Mexican El Machete (1924-1938) – for which graphic artists, including the TGP, frequently 
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contributed artwork –, as it omitted the names of those responsible for its articles or artwork, as 
the communist newspaper faced severe repression throughout most of its life. Although the name 
for the Chicano newspaper was borrowed from an eponymous Revolution-era publication, one 
cannot help but notice that both El Malcriado and El Machete share alliteration characteristics, 
as their names consist of similar beginnings both in sound and the number of words. 
Additionally, the Chicano Movement, like El Machete, viewed their periodical as an extremely 
effective weapon against its enemies. Chávez himself would claim that the three weapons the 
Movement had were La Huelga, the boycott, and El Malcriado. 
The reasons behind considering a publication like El Malcriado a successful tactic are 
many, including the incredible effort the team exerted to distribute the newspaper in Delano and 
surrounding areas. However, foremost among these reasons are a couple, both of which appear in 
the crucial first issues. For one, like its Mexican counterparts, it used imagery geared toward a 
lower and exploited socio-economic sector of society, since most of its readership was illiterate. 
The bi-weekly periodical was meant to rally support and as a forum for farmworkers, i.e., 
Californian Mexican immigrant peasants. And by producing images in all its issues, including 
comics, cartoons, reproductions of Mexican prints, and photography, it was securing its goals. 
The impact of the newspaper and its characters were highlighted in a movie created by Mexico 
and the United States called Cesar Chavez (Luna 2014). It was directed by Diego Luna, 
distributed by Pantelion Films and Participant Media, and produced by Emilio Azcárraga Jean 
(CEO of Televisa), John Malkovich, Gael García Bernal, among others. In one scene, the owner 
of a large agricultural company (played by John Malkovich) talks with someone else about the 
impact and negative effects of El Malcriado for his company. Malkovich singles out the 
drawings in the periodical, and the fact that they are such a successful tactic for the newspaper 
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because its readership is highly illiterate, yet would understand the messages of the comics. 
Malkovich understands the impact of such a subtle but powerful technique. Visuality has proven 
such a fertile vehicle, both in Mexico and in California, for transmitting and rallying for 
ideological viewpoints.  
Like their Mexican counterparts, the techniques employed in the drawings hinged on 
elements of satire and parody in characterizing their opponents. The latter were throughout 
illustrated with exaggerated features, both physically and conceptually, in order to emphasize the 
different aspects of the agribusiness they wished to attack. In this respect, they reflect closely 
outlets like El Machete in the way they lampooned enemies. It is not an insignificant fact that on 
the covers of its first two issues, El Malcriado introduced the two main characters created by 
Andrew “Andy” Zermeño (1935-) that would accompany the newspaper throughout its life. The 
first issue contained on its cover in its entirety Don Sotaco: the poor, hard-working, and humble 
farmworker (see fig. 4.1). Containing a misspelling of the regionalism “zotaco,” an offensive 
word from Sonora meaning a short and ugly person, Don Sotaco was meant to reflect the reader 
and for her or him to identify when Don Sotaco was being exploited and treated badly by the 
higher-ups. He is humble and poor as he wears patched-up pants, has his sleeves rolled up, shirt 
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tucked in, and a hat. His face looks tired, undoubtedly due to the hard life he has led, but stands 
nonetheless with his arms behind his back, decent and straight. Besides this drawing on the 
cover, there are the words “El Malcriado” enclosed within a black rectangle above him, “15¢” 
besides that, and the words “Don Sotaco” beside the character. Don Sotaco appears on the first 
issue of El Malcriado because he is supposed to be the protagonist of everything the publication 
and the Association/Union stood for, everything was supposed to revolve around the 
peasant/reader. The cover succinctly established not only the content of the newspaper, but the 
raison d’etre of the parent organization. The cover says, This is whom we are working for, and 
Figure 4.1. Andrew Zermeño. Cover. El Malcriado. Issue no. 1. December, 
1964. Farmworker Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC 
San Diego Library. 
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we will do anything to help him. At the same time, there is a correlation established between 
Don Sotaco and the newspaper’s title. The paper is on his side, but he also is and should be 
rebellious and stand up to the exploiters by boycotting and striking against the corporations that 
abuse them. The subtitle from the fourth issue on, “La Voz del Campesino,”138 confirms that this 
was meant primarily to be a space for Mexican-American peasants. 
                                                
138. “The Voice of the Farmworker.” Throughout this chapter, I will transcribe and translate the wording from El 
Malcriado as verbatim as possible, including all grammatical errors. This is important, I believe, because, as I 
describe later, the contributors had as little formal education as their readership. Studying the original text provides a 
more accurate sense of how the authors viewed their role in their social struggle. 
 
"Oedicado para los Trabajadores Agricola"
"Dor! Coyote"
Figure 4.2. Andrew Zermeño. Cover. El Malcriado. Issue no. 2. January, 1965. Farmworker 
Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego Library. 
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The cover of the second issue introduces Don Coyote, the conniving, deceitful, and mean 
contractor that represented the middleman between the farmers/growers and the farmworkers 
(see fig. 4.2). He is skinny, well-dressed, smoking, arms crossed in front of him, and malicious-
looking. The price of the issue has now dropped to 10¢, and the subtitle reads “Dedicado para los 
Trabajadores Agricola [sic].”139 While Don Coyote was scheming, Don Sotaco could very often 
be gullible and naïve about his own dire situation. In the third issue, occupying half a page, we 
see the two interacting. Don Coyote says the following: “Dejame decirte, my vida es algo dificil 
en estos dias, por ejemplo, mi ‘cadical’ cuesta muchisimo para andarlo. Y a las Viejas les gustan 
la major ropa. No sé como le voy a hacer.”140 To which Don Sotaco responds with the following: 
“Ayer, cuando desaijaba betabel, pensaba: ‘que vida tan dura ha de tener mi amigo don 
coyote’.”141 While Don Coyote considers as a bare necessity maintaining his lavish items, Don 
Sotaco is either unaware of how Don Coyote leads his life, or else has different standards for 
how each person does this. Another element present not only in the images but in the articles and 
the newspaper in its Spanish version is the absence of grammar. This was due to the lack of 
formal education on behalf of the contributors, but it also reflected the readers’ own status. 
While the Mexican counterparts mostly belonged to the lettered city, the producers of El 
Malcriado were generally farmworkers themselves who wrote with the language of the readers. 
To this extent, we can consider the cultural producers in this context as belonging to a more 
horizontal dimension in an ecosystem that consisted of graphic artists and the lower socio-
                                                
139. “Dedicated to the agricultural workers.” 
 
140. “Let me tell you, my life is somewhat difficult these days. For instance, my ‘cadillac’ requires a lot to keep it 
going, y girls like the best clothes. I don’t know how I’m going to do it.” 
 




economic sectors of society. In later years, in part due to the complaints of the readers, the 
newspaper would correct its wording in the Spanish version and add the accents and adapt its 
spelling. Additionally, Don Coyote would often support “El Patroncito”142 – the third of the trio 
that would regularly appear together –, who would be either enjoying life at the expense of the 
well-being and safety of Don Sotaco and his fellow workers, or as the target of the latter. A 
typical instance of this configuration is the following image, printed in the February 28, 1966 
issue (see fig. 4.3). Titled “‘THE GREAT SOCIETY’ in California,” the image contains el 
patroncito at a sumptuous table with plenty of food, a couple high-end women around tending to 
him, Don Coyote as the waiter, all on top of a stage literally being carried on the backs of Don 
Sotaco and fellow downtrodden workers. El patroncito is often portrayed as overweight, 
indicative of his luxurious lifestyle since he had the means to consume excessively. This 
characterization stood in stark contrast to the way the workers were illustrated, that is, poor, 
humble, and hard-working. The boss is never working, and is instead just sitting around, eating, 
and drinking. El coyote is not overweight, but his appearance communicates wickedness and 
vice, and as such the catalyst behind el patroncito affording the type of life he leads.  
Importantly, how El Malcriado viewed the role of the federal government in the 
farmworkers’ oppression was eclipsed by more immediate factors. In other words, it wasn’t the 
government per se the Movement was against, as was the case in the Mexican case; rather, it was 
the unjust practices the Californian agribusiness carried out with the help sometimes of a  
                                                
142. “The Little Boss,” “The So-called Boss,” somewhat pejorative.  
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manipulated local government. While the State did play a part in what the Association/Union 
criticized, it was always only tangentially and in subordination to what the network of growers, 
ranchers, and contractors dictated. This was particularly the case during the first couple years, 
1965 and 1966, mainly due to how the Movement viewed the Bracero Program and its aftermath. 
The latter was an emergency immigrant wartime program enacted in the early 1940s by the US 
government to deliver Mexican farmworkers to California growers. The reason for the new effort 
was due to a labor shortage in agriculture in the Western state. This was the largest foreign 
worker program in the history of the country, with five million braceros, or “farmhands,” hired 
by ranchers and growers over the next twenty-two years (Calavita [1992] 2010). Participants in 
Figure 4.3. Andrew Zermeño. El Malcriado. Issue no. 30. 
February 28, 1966. Farmworker Movement Documentation 
Project, presented by the UC San Diego Library. 
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the program were regularly used as strikebreakers when the Movement was in the middle of a 
strike, and the Movement viewed anyone opposed to this highly-valued weapon – the strike – as 
an enemy. Since the beginning of its publication, El Malcriado inveighed against workers hired 
in the midst of a strike, essentially muffling the impact the latter would have otherwise had. The 
Bracero Program contributed to the addition of strikebreakers. Although the program officially 
ended in 1964, the Carter administration continued the practice of bringing in Mexican peasants 
known as commuter aliens, or green-card commuters, largely due to the continuing needs of US 
growers. These commuters were migrants who at some point had received permanent resident 
cards, with the condition they live within the country. However, instead, they lived on the 
Mexican side and crossed the border on a regular basis to the US to work. Top officials and the 
conglomerate consisting of growers and planters agreed that green-card commuters continued the 
work that braceros were doing under the Bracero Program. These commuters, additionally, acted 
as strikebreakers during the Movement’s huelgas in California. And although Immigration and 
Naturalization Services (INS) issued a regulation in 1967 prohibiting the use of these commuters 
to work at sites of strikes, said regulation did little to curb the practice (Calavita [1992] 2010).  
The pages of El Malcriado displayed the upshot of this context. They would often 
publish articles lambasting the strikebreakers – esquiroles, or scabs –, grouping them with the 
ranchers, contractors, cops, the Texas Rangers, photographing them, and revealing their 
identities. There was a strong campaign leveled against these strikebreakers, many of whom 
were also farmworkers from the lower socioeconomic sectors of society, while others were more 
associated with the growers and their own unions. One instance of the latter was “Scab queen 
Mary,” whom the UFW accused of being hired specifically to break a strike by the Schenley and 
DiGiorgio corporations. The staff of the newspaper graphically castigated the Bracero Program 
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and the local government in issue number nineteen printed in September, 1965, by which time 
Chávez and Huerta still had control over the newspapers’ contents, albeit quickly diminishing 
(Reyes Guerrero 2004). In this issue, there was a drawing by Zermeño portraying the four main 
comic characters in El Malcriado (see fig. 4.4). We see “the rancher,” a variant of el patroncito, 
sitting at his desk with his feet comfortably resting on the “farm worker,” or Don Sotaco, who is 
looking resigned. The “labor contractor,” what we’ve so far seen as Don Coyote, stands behind 
the rancher with a broom next to him, indicating that he cleans up after the rancher’s mess. 
Finally, the rancher is saying to a blindfolded government: “We’ve had a rough time, let me tell 
you. There isn’t a local worker within a hundred miles, my friend! Keep those braceros coming, 
man.”143 The government sits and listens with an affable face, slightly smiling in consent, and 
with one hand resting under his attentive appearance. The government here is a puppet to the 
                                                
143. I am citing from the English version of the newspaper, which was originally translated from Spanish by the 




more influential local and powerful agribusiness, who are the ones that benefitted the most from 
the Bracero Program.  
Figure 4.4. Andrew Zermeño. El Malcriado. Issue no. 19. 1965. Farmworker Movement 
Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego Library. 
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In another image, we see a drawing by Zermeño portraying the scabs as opponents, but 
manipulated by the growers, emphasizing the fact that the Movement viewed as their primary 
rival the conglomerate composed of growers and ranchers (see fig. 4.5). In the latter, there is the 
patroncito, Perelli-Minetti – whose vineyard products the Movement boycotted –, controlling 
both scabs and Teamsters. The last one refers to members of the International Brotherhood of 
Teamsters, Chauffeurs, Warehousemen and Helpers of America, the union that represented the 
Valley’s 3,500 vineyard workers and that helped intimidate strikers. Later, in a 1973 strike, the 
Teamsters would assist in violently repressing strikers at Coachella, to which El Malcriado 
responded by doubling their efforts and calling for strikes and boycotts. Sympathizers the nation 
over would continue supporting the Movement. The issue of the Bracero Program was a 
Figure 4.5. Andrew “Andy” Zermeño. El Malcriado Issue no. 58. April 12, 1967. 
Farmworker Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego Library.  
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complicated one and represented a point of division. The program was controversial within the 
Movement and caused schisms within its members, with César Chávez being the main opponent 
of the program. The result was a collective cognitive dissonance, since a federal project that 
legally facilitated the immigration of Mexican farmworkers would presumably be an effort that a 
Movement in favor of Mexican-American workers’ rights would support. However, it was seen 
as a distractor and a competitor for the already-existing immigrant workers engaged within the 
Movement. It also represented a failure for different authors in Mexico. For instance, in his La 
región más transparente (1958), Carlos Fuentes intimates that contract labor through the Bracero 
Program in the US evinced the failure of the Revolution’s promises for campesinos in both 
countries. Others, like Héctor Raúl Almanza in his novel Huelga Blanca (1950), argued against 
the program by portraying the prejudice that Mexican immigrants faced by Mexican-Americans 
already in the US (Metraux 2013).   
At other times, El Malcriado viewed the State as a friend to the Movement. Specifically, 
the president’s brother and New York State Senator, Robert F. Kennedy, consistently supported 
the Union’s efforts against local agribusiness powers. On September 8, 1965, Filipino-American 
grape workers, from the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee, walked out of their jobs 
protesting poor working conditions and low page. Chávez and the rest of the NFWA joined them 
a week later on Mexican Independence Day, September 16, 1965, and Kennedy supported them. 
The latter, along with other Senators, visited Delano the next year, on February, 1966, and stood 
on the side of the Union in a standoff between the local authorities and strikers, which often 
clashed and which ended in a mass arrest the previous October consisting of 44 strikers and 
priests, according to the newspaper’s own count. On issue number 32, printed on March 3, 1966 
issue, Kennedy is quoted as saying: “I suggest, Sheriff [Leroy Galyen], that you read the U.S. 
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Constitution before you arrest any more strikers” (1966, 3). According to the newspaper’s own 
reporting, Kennedy along with other senators visited Delano that October, and publicly 
questioned the Kern County District Attorney Kit Nelson, Sheriff Leroy Galyen, and members of 
the Kern-Tulare Independent Scab Union, for the ways in which they treated strikers. Robert F. 
Kennedy would go on supporting the movement: he sent a letter to the newspaper congratulating 
Bill Esher for his recently-published book Basta!: La historia de nuestra lucha (1966), and 
would continue visiting, for instance, in 1966 he attended a fundraising event with César Chávez, 
Jim Drake, nurse Peggy McGivern, and other Union officials, and visited Texas with Chávez to 
discuss some of the issues farmworkers faced. The next act of civil disobedience echoing 
Mohandas Gandhi’s 1930s Salt March and the more recent Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1965 march 
from Selma to Montgomery, César Chávez led a pilgrimage in 1966 from Delano to Sacramento.  
An important dimension about El Malcriado’s first year is that they employed the 
rhetoric of Mexican cultural productions that associated with the Mexican Revolution, 
particularly that of the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP). This is significant since, as the 
newspaper’s staff explained in an interview, the publication toward the beginning was better 
known than its parent association (Reyes Guerrero 2004). Other Chicano publications of the 
same era employed similar tactics, such as La Raza, published by El Barrio Communications 
Project in Los Angeles, California from 1967 to 1973, which would include prints such as those 
of Leopoldo Méndez. Ahí va el golpe (1955-1956) is another earlier publication by members of 
the TGP published in the United States. El Malcriado reproduced both visually and textually the 
narrative belonging to that tradition. Tellingly, the first few issues in 1965 of the Movement’s 
magazine contained on their covers prints by artists from the Mexican artistic collective. 
Throughout its years later, the newspaper would continue to give the Mexican images priority 
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and would scatter them around its pages, embed them within articles, and reproduce them at the 
end of issues. In this way, the newspaper dialogues well with the ways that John Alba Cutler 
thinks about Chicano/a literature in Ends of Assimilation: The Formation of Chicano Literature 
(2015). In his work, Alba Cutler studies not only how Chicano literature in the US not only 
reflects culture, but also produces it. He examines a variety of Chicano literary works that either 
affirm or critique the type of sociological assimilation prevalent in the US since at least the 
1920s, which suggested that immigrant culture must assimilate to the ways of life in the US. The 
point about this literature spanning works that both agree and disagree with assimilation is an 
important one because it avoids any effort to contribute to a short-sighted nationalism that fails 
to transcend borders, and instead opts for a transnational way of thinking. Alba Cutler analyzes 
works of literature that dialogue with assimilation in one way or another. He suggests that 
Chicano literature was born during the 1960s precisely with the rise of the Chicano movement as 
a way to express Mexican-American pride and anticolonial resistance. By importing, reflecting 
on, and reappropriating Mexican culture, the Chicano Movement was producing a new type of 
culture that would reflect on issues Mexican immigrants were facing similar to their Mexican 
counterparts. The printing by El Malcriado of TGP images represented a continuation of a 
tradition in the Mexican graphic arts that claimed to represent and speak for the workers. The 
graphic artists aimed to do this mainly by following the ideology associated with the Mexican 
Revolution, which can be seen primarily as a revolt against the socio-economic inequalities 
rampant in the country.  
Women are an important theme to highlight within the Movement, as the latter sustained 
a conflicting relationship with the former. Within the Chicano Movement itself, there were sexist 
issues that have not been as widely discussed as the positive contributions, but that are important 
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to underscore. For instance, Chávez spent a significant amount of energy criticizing sexuality, 
such as birth control distribution programs, homosexuality, prostitution, and sexual abstinence 
(Minian 2013). There’s also evidence that the Movement’s rhetoric was sexist. The huelga signs, 
the protests, and the El Malcriado’s editorials all contained sexist claims, stating that one had to 
be “a man” and be strong, “que se vean los meros hombres,” so that everyone can see who is 
“macho y valiente,” as can be seen in issue number 10, published on May 18, 1965 (Calvo 
Buezas 1981).144 Some of this rhetoric resonated well with the teachings espoused by the 
Catholic Church, which the Movement explicitly followed. The latter employed rituals that 
mimicked practices belonging to Catholicism, such as consistently invoking peregrinación, 
penitencia y revolución during its march from Delano to Sacramento in 1966 and carrying flags 
containing the Virgen de Guadalupe (see fig. 4.6 ).145 They also often met within church 
buildings. Catholicism was an added component to the syncretism that was the Chicano 
Movement, as their heritors, Mexican graphic artists, tended to be secular and at times 
communists. Indeed, disbelief made both leftist Mexican artists and the secular but repressive 
Mexican government strange bedfellows, which resulted in a paradoxical dilemma. Additionally, 
El Malcriado occasionally published comic strips that were demeaning towards women and 
wives. One cartoon shows a man in his car while his wife pushes from behind. “You always say 
that a man needs his wife to give him a little push,” he says nonchalantly, while she looks at him 
angrily (issue no. 19, 1965). Another image shows women as overly superficial and concerned 
                                                
144. “Let the strong men be seen,” “macho and courageous.” 
 




only with money. Included in the first issue, a woman is seen closing the door on a man while 
she says, “Lo siento Enrique, pero un beso no estea de acuerdo con esa cena tan barata.”146 
 Without disregarding these egregious faults, it is important to point out some inclusions 
of images by women on the newspaper’s covers. The third issue contained on its cover “Los 
hombres de la revolución,”147 which included not only Revolutionary men, as the title suggests, 
but a soldadera, or woman soldier, in the center of the action (see fig. 4.7). The unit, composed 
of about a dozen men with the soldadera, is gathered around a bonfire singing. One of the seated 
men is playing a guitar, while the soldadera appears to be the lead voice in the singing. The fact 
that she spatially takes center stage is important for a couple reasons. For one, it is a woman that 
is leading the men in their activity. We know that soldaderas played an important role in the 
Revolution, even if they often went uncredited (Linhard 2005, Poniatowska 1999, Salas 1990). 
                                                
146. “I’m sorry Enrique, but you’re not getting a kiss with such a cheap dinner.’ 
 
147. “The men of the revolution.” 
 
"La Voz del Campesino"
Figure 4.6. El Malcriado. Cover. Issue no. 33. 
April 10, 1966. Farmworker Movement 




Additionally, the armed men are not taking action, notwithstanding their donning cartridge belts 
and with rifles visible in the image. They are at rest, singing, peacefully gathering their thoughts 
perhaps in between battles. The sentiment is that, while we know the powerful ramifications of 
the Revolution, the men and women had to rest. Yes, we are at war, but we also need to stay 
together, rally, and soldier on.  
Figure 4.7. “Los hombres de la revolución.” El Malcriado. Cover. Issue no. 3, 1965. 
Farmworker Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego 
Library     
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The fourth issue contains on its cover a 1952 print by Andrea Gómez, TGP member, 
titled “Madre contra la guerra” (see fig. 4.8).148  
It is significant, firstly, because women were not as recognized as their male counterparts both 
within the Mexican context as well as in California. The woodcut print shows a woman wearing 
a large shawl that also covers her baby she carries. She holds tightly on to the infant, as she looks 
both defiantly and protectively off into the distance, presumably at the threat that looms nearby. 
Babies are the future generations, and by protecting hers she is protecting the hope of Mexicans, 
                                                
148. “Mother against war.” 
 
Figure 4.8. Andrea Gómez. “Madre contra la guerra” El Malcriado. Issue no. 4. 1965. 
Farmworker Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego. 
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both in Mexico and as immigrants in the fields of California. The title of the print, “Mother 
against the war,” suggests a few things. Firstly, women, and mothers specifically, are the true 
victims of any war. Given that Gómez made the print in the early 1950s, the war the mother 
could’ve been fending off might’ve been the Mexican Revolution, World War II, or the 
impending Cold War, but it probably referred to the collective danger of wars in general. It is an 
anti-war image. Secondly, the print highlights the strength of mothers. She is young, and her 
facial features are consistent with indigenous traits. Like “Hombres de la revolución,” the image 
points to issues that deal tangentially with the war, such as times of rest or the sufferers of 
violence, instead of the war itself. Although the Movement was at that point battling the growers 
and their allies, they chose this print for their cover. It is a sign of the print’s quality. It is 
reminiscent of the prints by Celia Calderón, another member of the TGP, two of which depict 
women fighting off what became after World War II the greatest superpower on Earth. In “La 
nación no acepta bases extranjeras,”149 published in 1960, Calderón portrays a woman valiantly 
defending the entirety of Mexico against US imperialism and its weapons when it tried during 
World War II to establish military bases in Mexico (see fig. 4.9). In another one, published that 
same year titled “México, dueño de todos sus recursos,”150 Calderón illustrates a woman 
defending its natural resources from any foreign force that might try to take them (see fig. 4.10). 
The latter is particularly poignant, as the sovereignty of Mexico’s territory was protected by the 
revolutionary Constitution of 1917. Indeed, if any act was to be patriotic and revolutionary par 
excellence, this would be it. Francisco Mora’s print, discussed in the last chapter, also depicts 
                                                
149. “The country does not accept foreign bases.” 
 
150. “Mexico, owner of all its resources.” 
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women sacrificing the most in what was the reappropriation of national oil in 1938 by President 
Lázaro Cárdenas (see fig. 3.12). 
 
 
Figure 4.9. Celia Calderón. “La nación no 
acepta bases extranjeras.” 450 años de 
lucha. Homenaje al pueblo mexicano. 
1960. Author’s photograph. 
Figure 4.10. Celia Calderón. “México, 
dueño de todos sus recursos,” 450 años de 
lucha. Homenaje al pueblo mexicano. 
1960. Author’s photograph.  
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Gómez’s cover on the fourth issue of El Malcriado is significant because it recognizes women’s 
role in the Movement, as many were out in the fields working right alongside men, as well as 
actively participating in the distribution of the newspaper and in the huelgas. It’s a meritorious 
print that, like Calderón’s, was done by a woman. Issue eighteen of that same year would include 
on its cover a print by Elizabeth Catlett. Again, it was of a mother and baby. Although mainly in 
the capacity of mothers and as victims, stereotypically, Gómez’s image places women at the 
forefront of the publication of what was to be a momentous bookmark in the long struggle of 
Chicanos’ rights in the United States. There was a Mothers’ Emergency Committee set up with 
the Movement, calling for mothers to help their husbands striking by bringing food and other 
nourishments to the sites of the strikes. Other TGP members whose prints the newspaper 
included in the first few years were Leopoldo Méndez, Alfredo Zalce, Francisco Dosamantes, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, Jesús Escobedo, Fernando Castro Pacheco, Alberto Beltrán, and María 
Yampolski. It also included prints by José Guadalupe Posada, especially his Catrina on the cover 
of issue 48 in 1966. Noticeably and problematically, these TGP members were mostly men.  
Besides reprinting the TGP images, El Malcriado continuously invoked the Mexican 
Revolution in its editorials and articles as philosophical and aesthetic justification for the 
boycotts and strikes they engaged in, and for demanding higher wages and worker benefits. In 
1966, the newspaper included on its cover pictures of Emiliano Zapata and Francisco “Pancho” 
Villa. This was another significant approach in which the Movement pointed at a historic and 
historical event in Mexico and its culture, and adopting it in its own battle for inclusion and fair 
treatment in the US. In the third issue, in its editorial piece that had the masthead “Viva la causa: 
un editorial” on the first page,151 the editorial staff explains its heritage from the Mexican 
                                                
151. “Long live the cause: An editorial.”  
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Revolutionary ideals. It is titled “Los hombres de la revolución,” 152 and is worth reproducing the 
page in its entirety, because it clearly evinces the Movement’s impetus in its social struggle:  
Los hombres que se rodeavan a las lumbres de la revolucion luchaban no unicamente por 
pan, luchaban por alcanzar su parte de la dignidad que le pertenece a todo hombre. Ellos 
lucharon para que fuese posible en el futuro pudiera uno vivir asegurado de que alfin el 
habia tomado parte en el destino de su vida. 
Por fin las lumbres de la revolucion fueron apagadas, la sangre dearramada y el polvo se 
sosegaron. Ahora hera pssible para que estos hombres valientes vivieran sus vidas sin 
amargura, sin arrepentimiento. Para ellos habria felicidad ahora que heran hombres libres. 
Un medio siglo despues, en el 1965 en California, la brecha, el espacio, entre el rico y el 
pobre esta aun mas grande que antes de la Revolucion Mexicana. La brecha entre lo que 
es y lo que pudiera ser es aun todavia mas grande. La opresion y las mentiras son aun 
mas infelizes. 
La semana pasada, por ejemplo, en Gilroy, Calif., el padre Ronald Burke, un sacerdote 
del pueblo, fue obligado por presion de los rancherons a que renunciara su puesto en un 
grupo que aspiraba hacia la justicia de un salario decente para el campesino. 
El mes pasado, por ejemplo, en San Francisco, un ranchero millonario dijo, “el trabajador 
no vale ni un $1.00 por ahora.” El año pasado, como otro ejemplo, un ranchero en el 
condado de Tulare mirando con maldad a una cuadrilla en su rancho dijo, “lo malo de esa 
cuadrilla es que no esta bastante hambriada.” 
La infamia de esta gente puede ser incomprensible. Pero esta es la gente con el poder. 
Mientras ellos poseen este poder, se les tratara a los campesinos como bestias de carga. 
Algunos de nosotros los trabajadores preferimos aguantar la opresion y las indignidades 
mejor que pelear para otros, para hombres como nuestros padres quien fueron 
revolucionarios, ya hubieran escojido pelear en vez de arrodillarse. 
Con quien esta ud.? Esta al lado del campesino en California en la tradiccion de la 
Revolución, o esta con los que pienzan que deben conformarse con lo que les den.153 
                                                
 
152. “The men of the Revolution.”   
 
153. Because the original text was written all in capital letters, in the transcribed version I somewhat normalized this 
aspect and only capitalized the first letter of those words that were proper names, e.g., “California,” and of the first 
word in every sentence. In the following English translation, I don’t translate the grammatical errors or particular 





The text highlights a few aspects about the Revolution and its legacies. For one, there was plenty 
of bloodshed in the name of the poor, and justifiably so. They fought for bread, for dignity. 
Those men just wanted to live without sadness or regret. Now, decades later in the Californian 
context, the socioeconomic gap between the rich and the poor is still as large as ever, suggesting 
that that Revolution was not enough and that the battle must continue. The text ends by giving 
the reader an ultimatum: either you’re with the Revolution, or with those that take compliantly 
whatever is given to them. The degree to which the team behind El Malcriado considered this 
editorial a manifesto of sorts is demonstrated by the fact that years later, in 1967 (issue 61), the 
newspaper would reproduce the first four paragraphs in its widely-read English edition. The 
sentiments behind those paragraphs were considered fundamental to how the Movement viewed 
                                                
“The men that surrounded themselves with the fire of the Revolution fought not only for bread, they fought to reach 
that dignity that belongs to every man. They fought so that it was possible in the future for everyone to live with the 
certainty that finally he had taken an active part in the destiny of his life.  
 
Finally, the fires of the Revolution were put out, blood was spilled, and the dust settled. Now it will be possible for 
these brave men to live their lives without sadness, without regret. For them, there will be happiness now that they 
are free men. 
 
Half a century later, in 1965 in California, the gap, the space, between the rich and the poor is even greater than 
before the Mexican Revolution. The gap between what is and what could be is even greater. Oppression and lies 
suffer today an even more tragic fate. 
 
Last week, for example, in Gilroy, CA., Father Ronald Burke, a priest of the town, was forced by pressure from the 
ranchers to quit his post un a group that aspired toward justice in a decent salary for the peasant. 
 
Last month, for example, in San Francisco, a millionaire rancher said, ‘the worker is not even worth $1.00 for now.’ 
Last year, as another example, a rancher in the Tulare county, as he looked with evilness at a group of workers in his 
ranch said, ‘the bad thing about that group is that it is not hungry enough.’ 
 
The infamy of these people can be incomprehensible. But these are the people in power. As long as they possess this 
power, peasants will be treated as beasts of burden. Some of us workers prefer to withstand oppression and the 
indignities rather than fight for others, for men like our fathers who were revolutionary, they would’ve chosen to 
fight rather than to kneel. 
 
Who are you with? With the peasant in California within the tradition of the Revolution, or with those that think that 
they must be content with what they are given?” 
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itself and its relation to its social struggle. The cover of that issue included a print by TGP 
member Jesús Escobedo titled “Obreros revolucionarios” and included in the collection 
Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana (1947) (see fig. 4.11). Of importance to highlight is the 
rhetoric and references to war and battle made both within the text and in Escobedo’s print. In 
the latter, it is an armed peasant ready for battle, a farmworker not unlike the people working in 
the fields of California. Like “Los hombres de la revolución” from issue three, the protagonist in 
the current print is not actively engaged in battle. However, he is readily available to take violent 
action against the enemy. It is not an inconceivable hermeneutic leap to interpret the print as 
communicating a call to arms. Ironically, Chávez vigorously enforced a strict non-violence 
policy within the Movement. He inherited the peaceful civil disobedience strategies of Mohandas 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., the latter having led the crucial and peaceful civil rights 
movement in the US a couple years earlier. He also fasted in 1968 for 25 days, in 1972 for 24 
days, and in 1988 for 36 days, thereby inheriting and further developing civil disobedience 
The Voice of the Farm Worker
lEI Malcri 0] In
DElANO, CALIF. MAY 24, 1967 II
)
Figure 4.11. Jesús Escobedo. “Obreros revolucionarios.” Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana. 
1947. Here, reproduced on the cover of El Malcriado, issue no. 61. 1967. Farmworker 
Movement Documentation Project, presented by the UC San Diego. 
249 
 
tactics from other civil rights leaders. Therefore, the print here must be reinterpreted as a 
metaphorical call to arms, a suggestion that farmworkers and allies must take action against the 
injustices rampant in the fields and caused by the Californian agribusiness conglomerate.  
While these are only a few of the continuities and ruptures between El Malcriado and its 
Mexican influences, they are crucial to understanding the impact Revolutionary rhetoric has had 
on Mexican immigrants in other places. I have tried to show how Mexican-American immigrant 
farmworkers inherited the visual and rhetorical strategies employed in Mexico by artists and 
intellectuals, and that they did so by adopting the legitimacy of eminent personalities within the 
United States, such as Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., while at the same time 
transferring Mexican culture to California. The Chicano Movement thusly occupies a space in 
between thorough assimilation of US customs and a vehement rejection of the latter. Indeed, it 
produced a unique cultural production to fight a battle that begun with US imperialism and the 
onset of capitalism in the early twentieth century that resulted in widespread socioeconomic 
inequalities. In their activist endeavor, El Malcriado contributed to forging both a Mexico and a 
Mexican people beyond the geopolitical confines of the southern neighbor, visually and 
discursively, with workers that inherited similar social issues, picking up a task initially started 








This project has been about analyzing the methods by which a people have been 
imagined in a process Héctor Aguilar Camín (2008) has described as “the invention of Mexico,” 
a procedure that begun centuries before the country’s Revolution. The beginning of the 
development of the consolidation of the State was an important component in such an invention, 
and, as William G. Acree et. al. (2009) argue, it was towards the end of the nineteenth century 
that State institutions started to stabilize and eventually consolidate through the creation of 
armies and public educational systems. The events surrounding the nineteen-teens opened fertile 
venues for reconfiguring the idea of a nation. This rebuilding, which cut across different media 
such as literature, film, and muralism, transpired along parallel phenomena like a boom in high-
quality cultural productions. Due to its high visibility, the illustrated press along with other high-
circulation modes like leaflets and pamphlets, were a powerful dimension in the manufacturing 
of these fictions. The forging of a people was a highly-contested enterprise in which an array of 
social actors participated, and as I have shown in this study, it was anything but a vertical or 
hierarchical process. The nuanced interaction between the heterogeneous group of image makers 
was one that included collaborations between the State and even foreign forces such as the 
Communist International and the United States. Visual culture played such a prominent role in 
Mexico largely because a sizeable portion of the population was rural and illiterate during these 
decades. However, because of the inequality State-sponsored programs have produced in the age 
of modernity, the kind Jean Franco (2013), Mabel Moraña et al. (2008), and Enrique Dussel 
(1992) have discussed, the notion of the gaze proves to be an inescapable issue to be addressed in 
the discussion. As diachronic case studies for the dialogue and negotiations between these 
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components, I have discussed a modernizing magazine, El Universal Ilustrado; a communist 
outlet, El Machete; an artistic collective of leftist graphic artists, El Taller de Gráfica Popular; 
and the legacy inherited by Mexican immigrants in the United States in the Chicano Movement’s 
newspaper, El Malcriado. I would like to conclude this monograph by interweaving the tensions 
present within and in between visuality and modernity in Mexico, topics central to this 
dissertation and, I believe, to Mexican culture in the twentieth century. 
The onset of modernity’s effects on Latin America prompted intellectuals from the 
continent to respond in interesting and varied ways. They registered the technological advances 
through their chronicles, represented the elites’ anxieties resulting from an increasing 
urbanization, and wrote works of literature that decried the resulting exploitation and 
imperialism that took advantage of the countries’ different export-economies. At times, these 
reactions manifested – albeit at the margins of Latin American literature – through speculation 
regarding the integration of machinery and humans starting in the late nineteenth century, e.g., in 
Eduardo Holmberg or Horacio Quiroga, until contemporary times, as J. Andrew Brown (2010) 
has shown.  
The crossroads between modernity and Latin America has involved technological 
advancements in several areas that have deeply affected cultural life in the continent. Rubén 
Gallo (2005) coins the phrase “the other Mexican Revolution” to explore five cultural 
renovations – cameras, typewriters, radios, cement, and stadiums – generated by the new media 
immediately following the armed conflict. These were produced by artists and writers in order to 
destabilize the nineteenth century aesthetic tendencies that still dominated art and literature at 
that time. In Gallo’s words, “This was a struggle to set words and images in freedom, to 
synchronize cultural production to the vertiginous speed of an incipient modernity” (1). Some of 
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these technological advances, which Mexico adopted with increasing speed in the decades after 
the Revolution, were registered by the muralists, and especially Diego Rivera in his murals in 
Detroit between 1932 and 1933 in which he extolled modern technology by depicting the 
manufacturing process. And he based these murals on photographs taken by Charles Sheeler in 
1927 at the Ford plant. As Gallo has shown, some of these murals are imbued with a Mexican 
indigenous mythology: a stamping press in the south wall, for instance, highly resembles the 
Aztec goddess Coatlicue. Furthermore, in Man at the Crossroads Looking with Hope and high 
Vision to the Choosing of a New and Better Future, recreated in Mexico City in 1935, Rivera 
portrays an Anglo-Saxon man in the center of the mural as the technical controller of the 
universe, surrounded by modern apparatuses, microscopes and telescopes, scenes of harvesting, 
ancient cultures, and recent discoveries and inventions like the x-ray machine and warfare 
devices. Whereas the modernists and other intellectuals during the Porfiriato tended to be wary 
of modern technology – such as Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera who complained that modern machines 
like the locomotives were nothing but noisy contaminants – post-Revolutionary artists expressed 
admiration for them. Estridentismo is another exemplary case. Manuel Maples Arce’s poem, 
“Urbe: Súper-poema bolchevique en cinco cantos” (1924) represents, among other things, a 
poem in which the city itself becomes the protagonist, as a multitude of workers march through it 
admiring the technological aspects characteristic of modernity. The movement’s second literary 
magazine, Irradiador (1923), hints with its name at this sense of awe towards the rapid and 
vertiginous advancements of modern technology. This was a publication largely funded by the 
government, and because of the significant role the State played in fostering the arts and 
education immediately after the Revolution, it would be fruitful for further research to tie in this 
magazine with the arguments I have proffered in the current work. Other ideal key State cultural 
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productions to cross examine would be El Libro y el Pueblo (1922-1924), El Sembrador (1929), 
El Maestro Rural (1932-1944), and El Maestro Mexicano. In its short life – it only published 3 
numbers –, Irradiador included some pictures of artists of the likes of Edward Weston, whose 
formalist-styled images of smokestacks contributed to the admiration the magazine professed.   
A student of Weston’s, Tina Modotti often photographed industrial complexes and the 
latest building projects in Mexico City set in motion by the governments of Álvaro Obregón and 
Plutarco Elías Calles. In carrying out this project, she employed Weston’s formalist style in 
which the subject matter is secondary to the aesthetic composition of the work; the main focus is 
the techniques employed and not the construction of a narrative within the image. However, 
given that a large quantity of her pictures included an urban and modern scenery, it is hard to 
believe that the content of those prints was gratuitous. It is worth thinking about the ways in 
which Modotti negotiated her space within a modern Mexico and the means by which she 
registered it. She made photographic contributions to El Machete, as her revolutionary political 
ideologies closely aligned with those of the Komintern at the time and with those of the 
newspaper itself. One of these photographs appeared in a 1929 issue – a year that the newspaper 
was declared illegal by the government of el maximato; it portrays a sickle and an ammunition 
belt laying on top of the back of a guitar, and it serves as a pseudo-advertisement for Canciones 
revolucionarias by a Concha Michel.  
Earlier that same year, she contributed several photographs of the corpse of Juan Antonio 
Mella, founder of the “internationalized” Cuban Communist Party and whose death El Machete 
and the communist community greatly grieved over. One of the crucial characteristics of early 
media and new technologies of representation was the introduction of a radically new perception 
of reality, such as close ups (Gallo 2005). The photograph Modotti took of Mella was precisely a 
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close up of his face. There are several noteworthy things to note with respect to the communist 
newspaper’s inclusion of this photograph. For one, it complemented the high-quality woodcut 
images by eminent figures like Leopoldo Méndez and David Alfaro Siqueiros in order to 
diversify and add to the diverse mediums by which artists’ ideologies were disseminated. For 
another, the picture’s appearance in the front cover signals to the reader the importance that she 
should assign to Mella’s death; the editors are thusly able to manipulate how to think about the 
death and its significance in contrast with other national and global political events at the time. 
Thirdly, the serene semblance on Mella’s face communicates peace and a degree of heroism, and 
with it a sense of vindication of him and of the ideology he represented. Technology here 
intensifies the (political) presence of El Machete in a world increasingly governed by modernity 
and its new mediums. There are a couple of ideas I would like discuss in thinking about the issue 
of the gaze in visual culture, in such a crucial moment as the beginning of the twentieth century 
in Mexico. 
Nicholas Mirzoeff’s reflections on visual culture are useful in reflecting on the Mexican 
context given the socioeconomic inequalities rampant in the country and its history of both an 
internal and an external (neo)colonialism. His arguments are about laying a claim to a particular 
right, and not just attempting to disentangle the image’s relationship to its audience. The Right to 
Look (2011) is, first of all, a decolonial perspective that lays out the hierarchical dynamics in 
visuality across time. By “visuality” the author doesn’t just mean the totality of images and 
devices, but is in fact a term from the early nineteenth century meaning the visualization of 
history, and this in turn is contrary to the right to look that is at the same time claiming autonomy 
and an alternative. It is a proposal about how to think with and against visuality, whose first 
domains were slave plantations, then the modern general and through the battlefield from the late 
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eighteenth century onward. Because of this, and since (neo)colonialism has often made use of 
visuality in order to establish its dominance, countering the domain of visuality by means of 
what Mirzoeff calls “countervisualities” is key to the path toward a democratic politics and 
toward establishing a counterhistory. Countervisualities, while not necessarily visual, are instead 
“visualized as goals, strategies, and imagined forms of singularity and collectivity” that represent 
the right to look (5). While not all opposition to visuality can be considered a countervisuality, 
there are two forms of visuality: visuality 1 is the narrative that puts forth a coherent picture of 
modernity that permitted a centralized and autocratic leadership. So this type of visuality 
developed new ways of disciplining, normalizing, and ordering vision, from the color-blindness 
tests introduced for industrial workers in the 1840s, to state-mandated literacy and the public 
museum. Visuality 2, on the other hand, may coincide with countervisualities but refers simply 
to the picturing of the (collective) self that exceeds or precedes the subjugation to centralized 
authority. So, an organized religion might seek to depict a form of visuality 2 without necessarily 
wanting to change the structure in which that religion is exercised.  
The “right” in countervisuality’s claim for the right to look, contests the “right” to 
property in another person by rescuing “the irreducible autonomy of all citizens,” emphasizing 
the right to subjectivity (24). The claim of the right to autonomy implies a claim to the right to 
the real, by which Mirzoeff means that the right to look always involves another person since 
one individual’s right to look depends on another’s recognition of that person, and vice versa. 
Countervisuality, then, is an assertion that borrows from the Enlightenment’s own claims in its 
own context of coloniality. It also challenges the mechanisms that allow and perpetuate 
visuality’s authority in the judicial as well as in the aesthetic domain.  
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There is a host of Latin American works that register to different degrees what Mirzoeff 
is theorizing. El Machete and the periódicos de combate that came before it most clearly 
exemplify this, as they very explicitly and directly provide an imaginary that goes against the 
State’s. Cube Bonifant’s newspaper chronicles during the 1920s, written in a time when women 
scarcely published to the extent and with the quality that Bonifant did, represent a source of 
tension with the established heteronormative and patriarchal order of the day. According to 
Viviane Mahieux, Bonifant had an irreverent attitude and represented a transgression in terms of 
gender for a couple of reasons. For one, she was a woman. But for another, she wasn’t woman 
“enough” due to her androgynous and rebellious nature; she did, after all, have a unisex 
pseudonym. She was a flapper who fostered provocation with some of her colleagues and her 
works remained marginalized and largely independent of the State culture.  Xavier Icaza’s 
Panchito Chapopote (1928) participates in what Tatiana Flores calls a “protest against foreign 
imperialism” (257), and even though the estridentista movement with which Icaza is associated 
tended to be nationalist, Panchito along with Alva de la Canal’s illustrations for the book evince 
a distrust for the nationalist project that appropriated the rhetoric of the Revolution. Finally, 
Nellie Campobello’s markedly villista Cartucho (1931) goes against the majority of the anti-
Villa literature being produced at the time and, like Bonifant, transgresses the male-dominated 
culture in which she wrote. It is written in an innovative style with short auto-biographical 
picture texts. These works of literature represent countervisualities vis-à-vis multiple aspects of 
visualities: the State, patriarchy, heternormativity, established literary genre. And the conjunction 
of their works and the images they produced claim the right to look. 
Lastly, I want to highlight one of the most potent characteristics of the cultural 
productions I have been discussing, and that is their ability to problematize and to counter 
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official and hegemonic discourses. In thinking about the juncture between modernity and Latin 
American intellectuals and artists at the beginning of the century, one can recall the literary, 
counter-hegemonic, intellectual strategies and cultural narratives which imagine the Mexican 
nation in a different way than the State does, what Ignacio Sánchez Prado (2009) calls naciones 
intelectuales.154 These strategies coincide with Mirzoeff’s countervisualities, but are limited 
specifically to literature in the country, and within the 20th century. There were the founding of 
the literary camp from 1917 until 1939, and the establishing of cultural institutions and their role 
in developing a national identity from 1940 until 1959. The different instances of naciones 
intelectuales and the way these are interpreted are deeply couched in Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of 
the literary camp. This institutional and symbolic space of relative autonomy from the power 
field produces its own logics and its own cultural capital, specifically as laid out in Las reglas del 
arte (1995) in which Bourdieu details from a sociological point of view the way that authors like 
Flaubert or Baudelaire contributed to, while at the same time being the products of, the 
establishing of an autonomous literary field. One nación intelectual occurs during the 1920s, 
when the Mexican vanguards discontinue the previous literary and artistic trends of being strictly 
influenced by their immediate predecessors and are instead critical of themselves and of the 
artistic institutions. The onomatopoeic attribute of the name estridentismo – Mexico’s first 
vanguard – was not gratuitous. According to Luis Mario Schneider, it was “la renovación más 
drástica y escandalosa que se observa a través de la historia de la literatura mexicana” (xxiii). 
Manuel Maples Arce is one of the initiators of this tendency, and is a producer of a nación 
intelectual, although not without its contradictions. He produced “Urbe: Súper-poema 
bolchevique en cinco cantos” (1924) in which, on the one hand, he brings the proletariat into a 
                                                
154. “Intellectual nations.”  
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visible artistic platform, while on the other he deconstructs the modernist aesthetic, all while 
registering a very technologized city. In it, an imagined community composed of workers – the 
poem is dedicated “A los obreros de México” – march through history while experiencing the 
city. In an attempt to link estridentismo with socialist politics, the poem represents a continuation 
of the Revolutionary ideals through a mise en scène of the working class. However, despite the 
tremendous articulation that Maples Arce was able to put forth, he and estridentismo in general 
remained throughout in bed with the State and official outlets: Maples Arce received support 
from Heriberto Jara’s government in Veracruz, and estridentismo in general would not have had 
the wide dissemination that it had, if Noriega Hope would not have been willing from within El 
Universal Ilustrado to help promote them. All in all, within this context lies the failure of the 
estridentist project, since, according to Sánchez Prado, even though it was able to create the most 
progressive and radical of the naciones intelectuales, in practice it was incapable of constructing 
an autonomous political position.  
Another key figure that produced an interesting variety of a counterhegemonic narrative 
in creation the nation, and one that imbues nuances to the term as much as Maples Arce does, 
was Leopoldo Méndez. He published widely in the communist and anti-establishment newspaper 
El Machete and as part of the group Taller de Gráfica Popular, and produced some very counter-
hegemonic images during his career that lambasted at times his fellow artists when he thought 
them “traitors,” e.g., Diego Rivera – but only after a host of other communists were also 
criticizing him –, and at times the State. But he often held positions within the government itself, 
in the Secretaría de Educación Pública, for instance, and even published within the official State 
magazine El Sembrador. I think that the imaginary that Méndez helped to produce is a muddled 
form of a rebellious narrative that sometimes contradicts the official projects and sometimes 
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supports it, but always with high-quality and original prints that are revered by critics and lay 
people alike. This sociopolitical context is useful in thinking about the coming together of 
technology, modernity, and the way that these are negotiated by either Latin American 
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